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Abstract 
In this dissertation, I examine four national environmental organizations, the Sierra Club, the 
Wilderness Society, the Natural Resources Defense Council, and Friends of the Earth, in order to 
determine whether the American environmental movement is an effective advocate of the most 
pressing environmental concerns of the American public or not. My analysis is based on a 
comparison of the top environmental priorities of the four organizations with the greatest 
environmental worries of the general public. The study uses both qualitative and quantitative 
research methods spanning a 30-year time period. Based on a framing analysis of the groups’ 
annual reports my goal is to determine whether the organizations present their top issues in a 
human-centered or nature-centered frame. That is, are the organizations mostly concerned how 
environmental degradation affects wild habitats or do they focus on aspects such as public 
health? The findings of the framing analysis are then compared to findings based on public 
opinion data. Here, I use a battery of questions presented by the Gallup Poll to determine a 
ranking of peoples’ biggest environmental worries. 
The results show that all four national environmental organizations presented their top issues 
with a strong nature-centered frame in the 1980s and 1990s; but in the 2000s, three of the 
organizations added a human-centered frame when discussing environmental degradation. Also, 
the focus on wildlife and wilderness issues diminished during the most recent decade; and other 
issues, mostly pollution, global warming and energy were covered more frequently. Here, the 
environmental organizations are more congruent with the general public who names pollution 
issues as their biggest environmental worry throughout the 21 years (1989-2010) of the analysis. 
Public opinion data also show that global warming has been consistently at the bottom of the list 
of environmental worries. Here, the environmental organizations seem to overestimate peoples’ 
concerns regarding a highly publicized issue which puts them out of sync with the American 
public. 
Finally, based on regression analysis I examined how people with different demographic 
backgrounds and political standing evaluate environmental problems. For instance, I was 
interested to see whether Republicans, while being less inclined to worry about global warming, 
express similar opinions toward less politically charged issues such as water pollution. The 
findings show that a partisan divide is thoroughly established during the 2000s and that it exists 
for all analyzed environmental problems. In regard to demographics, non-white Americans and 
people with a high school education or less are more likely to be worried about various 
environmental problems than whites and people with at least some college education. The result 
could have important ramifications for major environmental organizations. It shows that, while 
bi-partisan support for the environment is unlikely in the near future, the groups have the option 
to diversify their constituency based on racial, ethnic, and social backgrounds. Such a 
diversification could help the environmental movement to increase their political clout and to 
become a more influential player in national politics. Further research needs to be done to 
explore the claim. 
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Introduction 
 
Today, “going green” is a popular move in many spheres of American society.  Politicians 
discuss legislation such as cap and trade programs; the issue of global warming left the realm of 
scientific journals and is now regularly covered in mainstream media; businesses advertise their 
new green products and are eager to develop so-called green jobs. Despite this environmental 
boost of recent decades, national survey data indicate that the issue of the environment is still 
insignificant in national elections (Guber, 2003). Moreover, while people’s commitment to 
environmental protection is still high it has been on the decline (Bosso & Guber, 2006).   
This study will examine the paradox of shrinking popular support for environmental 
protection that is accompanied by an increasing consumer market for everything green. The 
paradox yields the question of why an increasing environmental awareness especially in the 
marketplace in not mirrored in national electoral politics in which the issue of the environment 
still proves to be insignificant. I will argue that America’s environmental movement and its 
inability to gather political and popular support for comprehensive environmental protection 
plays a key role in answering this question.  
In this study, I will focus on environmental issues that dominated the public discourse 
over a 30-year time span (1980-2010). I will also consider the public’s view of the environmental 
movement. Methodologically, the study will be based on quantitative and qualitative analyses. It 
will examine public opinion data regarding the perception of the environmental movement while 
analyzing the demographic and ideological composition of its supporters. A special focus will be 
on public opinion data that will help to determine people’s most pressing environmental 
concerns. These results will be compared to the most prominent issues discussed by major 
national environmental organizations in their annual reports. The comparison will reveal whether 
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the discourse of issues featured by environmental advocacy groups reflects the most prominent 
environmental concerns of the America public. It will show whether the public and the 
movement are in or out of sync when it comes to the protection of the environment.  
 
Environmental Protection in (Electoral) Politics 
On April 22, 1970 an estimated 20 million Americans celebrated the first Earth Day with rallies, 
teach-ins, and speeches, heralding the so-called environmental decade in US politics. The 1970 
Earth Day was one of the first highlights of a newly emerging environmental movement. It was 
followed by other political successes, namely the implementation of many landmark national 
environmental policies, and the establishment of the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency. Those advancements in environmental policy were made possible by steeply rising 
environmental concerns among the general public. In contrast to the counterculture movements, 
polls of the time indicated that the protection of the environment enjoyed support across the 
whole spectrum of American society, from working-class constituents to left-leaning college 
students (Gottlieb, 2005; Lewis, 2015).            
This widespread environmental concern was mirrored by bipartisan support for the issue. 
In collaboration with a Democratic Congress, the Nixon administration enacted the National 
Environmental Policy Act, the new Clean Air Act, and the Endangered Species Act, to name 
some. It shows how public opinion can function as a catalyst for lawmaking. Major 
environmental organizations lobbied hard for those laws and used the favorable public sentiment 
in their favor (Gottlieb, 2005; Adams & Adams, 2010).  
Bipartisan support for environmental protection declined following the election of 
President Ronald Reagan in 1980, and the environment subsequently became a Democratic issue. 
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A main theme of the Reagan administration was its aversion for government regulation coupled 
with the belief in private sector solutions. This paradigm shift in how to view the role of 
government was a major blow to many environmental organizations which relied heavily on the 
legislative process when asserting their influence. Faced with a hostile administration, the 
environmental movement, like many other progressive movements of the 1960s and 70s, were 
now busy to engage in damage control, saving as many environmental laws of the golden era as 
possible. While the effort to maintain environmental policies mostly paid off, the environmental 
movement reverted to the role of “playing defense” with no significant environmental policy act 
to claim since the 1980s. (Duffy, 2003; Adams & Adams, 2010).  
After a 12-year hiatus, the White House was finally back in Democratic hands, but the 
Republican takeover of Congress in 1994 did not make things easier for the environmental 
movement. The 104th Congress’ desire to gut environmental laws and regulations ultimately 
“prompted environmental groups to alter their electoral strategies and political spending in an 
effort to play a larger role in national elections” (Duffy, 2003, p. 11). Since then, national 
environmental organizations have indeed increased their time and money commitment with the 
goal to influence the campaign agenda, and to get favorable candidates in so-called priority races 
elected. Robert Duffy (2003) highlights the successes of such strategies for Congressional races 
during the late 1990s and early 2000s dissenting from the general view that environmental issues 
play essentially no role in national election campaigns. But, he also points at the continuing 
small impact of environmental issues during presidential elections, and mentions the 
substantively bigger spending power of industry and conservative interest groups which often 
fight the very government regulations the environmental movement hopes to uphold (Duffy, 
2003; Bosso & Guber, 2006; Shabecoff, 2000).  
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A majority of Americans value the protection of the environment, but for the most part 
this does not impact their vote choice in presidential elections. Deborah Lynn Guber (2003) 
names three reasons that keep concerns for the environment at the fringes of electoral decision-
making. First, the environment suffers from low issue salience; second, the electorate hardly 
notices different positions since every presidential candidate presents himself as an 
environmentalist; and, third, other cleavages such as partisanship are more influential in forming 
people’s vote preference. As an example, while the environmental movement was busy 
complaining about President George W. Bush’s poor environmental record, the public hardly 
took notice, granting him a second term in the White House. Here, the problem for the 
environmental movement lies in the public’s limited interest in environmental policy. When 
asked in survey questions, respondents did oppose Bush’s policy decisions that had him side 
with industry at the expense of the environment. But, more importantly, most of the respondents 
were not aware of his policy decisions before they were presented to them in a survey. This 
describes what V.O. Key calls a “permissive consensus,” in which a broad but shallow 
commitment to the environment allows the administration to pursue a range of anti-
environmental policies free from public scrutiny (Bosso & Guber, 2006). This is contrary to the 
“decisive consensus” that pushed both parties during the 1970s to strong pro-environmental 
action in the policy process. If the environmental movement wants to regain the leverage it had 
during the environmental decade, it needs to reengage a public that truly cares for environmental 
protection and that is willing to vote accordingly.       
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 
This brief overview illustrates the environmental movement’s struggle to gain relevance in U.S. 
electoral politics. And while important structures work against the advocacy groups, such as the 
current campaign financing system, there is one key point that should work in their favor. The 
overall popularity of the organization’s cause among Americans: the protection of the 
environment.  
The support for the environment based on public opinion data can be either interpreted as 
a glass half full or a glass half empty. Data show that a solid majority of Americans support the 
environmental movement, worry about the quality of the environment in general, and are 
concerned about various environmental problems in particular. For instance, the Gallup Poll 
shows that in 2015, 58 percent of the public supported the environmental movement, and 68 
percent worried about the quality of the environment in general. Also, 55 percent of the public 
worried “a great deal” about the pollution of drinking water, while 33 percent worried greatly 
about global warming. This indicates that the protection of the environmental is still an important 
concern for many, even with declining numbers in recent years as will be discussed later in 
further detail. Moreover, the sector for green consumer products and organic food grew 
substantially over the last two decades showing that many Americans not only talk the talk, but 
they are willing to walk the walk when it comes to the environment (Guber, 2003). Based on this 
paradox, I formulate three related research questions:     
   
(1) Why does the environment fail to be an important issue in national electoral politics when 
the majority of Americans value the protection of the environment? 
 
(2) Why do major environmental advocacy groups fail to gain more political influence in 
national electoral politics when Americans value the protection of the environment? 
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(3) Is there a connection between the insignificance of environmental issues in national 
electoral politics and the political weakness of America’s main environmental 
organizations?   
 
Following those questions the main argument of my study states that the political 
weakness of mainstream environmental advocacy groups active in the United States is a major 
contributor to the issue’s insignificance in national politics. Like many other public interest 
groups, national environmental organizations face constraints when engaging in their advocacy 
work. They have, however, considerable leeway in how to present themselves as an organization 
and how to present their most pressing environmental concerns to the public.     
A common perception of many mainstream environmental organizations pictures them as 
organizations with a fairly narrow membership. This membership is seen to be predominately 
white, upper-middle class, well educated, and politically liberal (Gottlieb, 2005). The lack of 
diversity is now considered a sign of the groups’ political weakness since it carries the stigma of 
environmentalism as an elite or special-interest concern. Organizations such as the Sierra Club 
are aware of the stigma and see a need to change in order to push more successfully for 
environmentalism in the U.S. (Navaro, 2009; Shellenberger & Nordhaus, 2004). In this study, I 
will examine whether the attempt to diversify is reflected in people’s attitudes toward the 
environmental movement. Also, does the drive for change translate into the willingness of 
established environmental organizations to prominently pursue environmental issues that go 
beyond their core constituency? I will argue that this transition hardly takes place and that 
established environmental organizations continue to be preoccupied with the protection of the 
natural environment. As a result, effects of environmental degradation on humans are sparsely 
discussed, alienating a host of potential supporters. A threat to the environment is not limited to 
wild places, endangered species, and the oceans. Urban centers all over the country are faced 
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with pollution, deal with the issue of water shortage (especially in the Southwest and California), 
and need to manage waste. Their citizens feel the consequences when the urban environment 
suffers. Yet, such issues rarely top the agenda of mainstream environmental organizations. Their 
core issues are still framed in a “nature-centered” rather than a “human-centered” fashion. 
Consequently, it is the polar bear and not the asthmatic inner-city child that is the poster boy of 
America’s environmental movement. A look at the logo of the Natural Resources Defense 
Council, a group founded in New York City with the goal to fight pollution issues, proves the 
point. The logo depicts the silhouette of a bear and the North Star in a blue color palette, which 
potentially references a polar bear.  
Based on my arguments I will test the following hypotheses: 
HI: National environmental organizations are incongruent with public opinion because they 
argue in behalf of the natural environment and not in behalf of humans. 
 
HC: National environmental organizations are incongruent with public opinion because they 
lack a diverse constituency. 
   
Connection to the Literature 
Both the literature focusing on public opinion regarding the environment and the literature 
focusing on America’s environmental movement offer valuable and important findings that help 
to better understand environmentalism in the United States. Historic studies provide findings to 
better understand the structure of America’s environmental movement as well as its 
achievements, obstacles, and current problems (Adams & Adams, 2010; Gottlieb, 2005; 
Shabecoff, 2000; Turner, 1986; Turner, 1991). Others examine the role and strategies of 
environmental organizations as interest groups in American politics (Duffy, 2003; Young, 2010). 
In regard to public opinion, Riley Dunlap produced an impressive body of work based on survey 
research analyzing multiple aspects of how Americans see the environment over the last 35 years 
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(Dunlap, 1987; Dunlap, 1991; Dunlap & Scarce, 1991; Dunlap & van Liere, 2008; Dunlap, 2002; 
Dunlap, 2006). Finally, a study that proved to be very informative for this analysis was 
conducted by Deborah Lynn Guber. Her book, The Grassroots of a Green Revolution (2003) 
offers a comprehensive examination of people’s environmental attitudes and behaviors especially 
their effect on vote choice.  
The research in this study is linked to both literatures and it hopes to add to both, 
especially to the literature on the environmental movement. The examination of environmental 
organizations based on a frame analysis will incorporate a research approach that has not been 
exercised in this field. Frame analysis falls under the umbrella of content analysis, and the 
approach will be applied in the examination of annual reports of four national environmental 
organizations. Also, frame analysis is an approach mostly used when studying the mass media. 
Its goal is to detect media frames, how they are influenced by political decision makers (first and 
foremost the executive branch) and how they influence public opinion (Entman, 2004). I believe 
the research approach will prove to be fruitful when applied to other political actors that have a 
voice in the public realm. In this case, it will be the voices of environmental advocacy groups; 
the study will extend the literature on framing while examining possible effect of environmental 
organizations’ messages on public opinion.  
 
Chapter Outline 
Chapter 1 offers a small glimpse into America’s environmental movement giving a short historic 
overview from its beginnings in the late 19th century as a conservation movement to its current 
state of a very diversified movement ranging from neighborhood groups fighting for 
environmental justice to highly professionalized national organizations with fulltime staff, a 
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lobbying arm, and million dollar budgets. Within this overview I will briefly introduce the four 
environmental organizations that are the research subject of this study as well as their respective 
roles within the movement. I will then focus on the constituency of America’s environmental 
movement closing the chapter with the analysis of people’s support for the environmental 
movement based on public opinion data. Using regression analysis, the study will show who 
supports the movement based on demographics and political self-identification testing my 
hypothesis regarding the lack of a diverse constituency. 
 The following chapters test my hypothesis concerning environmental issues and whether 
they focus on humans or on nature. In Chapter 2, I will examine public opinion in regard to the 
environment based on national survey data. I will first offer an overview of the existing literature 
discussing people’s commitment to environmental protection over time as well as different 
measures of environmental attitudes. I will then present my own analysis of people’s 
environmental concerns based on multiple data sets spanning from 1989 to 2010. Based on a 
battery of questions regarding various environmental problems I will develop a ranking of the 
most important environmental problems by the general public. Regression analysis allows me to 
examine whether and how Americans evaluate those issues based on demographics and their 
political self-identification             
Chapter 3 covers the frame analysis of annual reports of four national environmental 
advocacy groups: the Sierra Club, the Wilderness Society, the Natural Resources Defense 
Council, and Friends of the Earth. This chapter will also begin with an introduction of the 
literature, discussing different definitions of a frame and how the concept is applied in various 
social and behavioral sciences. My own frame analysis follows a research approach introduced a 
by Robert Entman (2004) and covers a 30 year time-span (from 1980 to 2010) of the groups’ 
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annual reports. Its goal is to determine the organization’s most important environmental 
problems and whether they frame them in a human-centered of nature-centered fashion.  
In chapter 4, I present a comparison of the most pressing environmental concerns of the 
general public with the most important environmental issues as seen by the environmental 
organizations. The comparison will show whether the national environmental groups and the 
general public are in or out of sync when it comes to the environment. Chapter 5 concludes the 
study and discusses what the results mean for the role of major environmental advocacy groups 
in national politics. It closes with suggestions on how to expand the findings with further 
research.   
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Chapter 1: The Environmental Movement 
 
In this study I will examine whether the top issues of America’s environmental movement align 
with the biggest environmental worries of the general public. The alignment (or misalignment) 
will help to better understand the movement’s relevance in American society and politics since I 
argue that only a strong representation of people’s most pressing environmental concerns equips 
the movement with the tools to increase their influence in electoral politics. The American 
environmental movement consists of a myriad of organizations; from national to neighborhood, 
from the Audubon Society and its focus on bird protection to the East Yard Communities for 
Environmental Justice, an environmental health and justice organization working toward less 
pollution in their East Los Angeles community (Audubon Society, 2015; East Yard Communities 
for Environmental Justice, 2015).  
An exhaustive analysis of the environmental movement and its organizations goes well 
beyond the scope of this study. Instead, I will focus on four national environmental 
organizations: the Sierra Club, the Wilderness Society, the Natural Resources Defense Council 
(NRDC), and Friends of the Earth. The four groups can all be described as mainstream 
environmental organizations that are actively lobbying the national political elite in Washington 
DC (Gottlieb, 2005). My goal is to examine advocacy groups with rather broad appeal, since I 
compare the organizations’ issue focus with environmental attitudes of the general public. 
Hence, the mainstream character of these four groups was one important trait when selecting 
them. Also, for further research, I am interested in the environmental movement’s capability to 
increase their political clout, which made me choose four organizations that actively engage in 
politics at the national level. Finally, there are more than these four organizations that fit this 
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description. But, from the several organizations I approached for this research project, they were 
the ones that opened their archives and provided the annual reports for this dissertation. 
In this chapter I will provide a much abbreviated overview of the history of America’s 
environmental movement including a look at the common strategies used by the national 
organizations. While using public opinion data, I will also cover the membership of America’s 
environmental movement. In particular, “mainstream” environmentalism, which describes the 
organizations examined in this study, has long been associated with a white, male, upper-class 
constituency (Gottlieb, 2005). A look at national surveys asking people about their sympathies 
for the environmental movement provides insight as to who feels connected to the movement 
based on demographics and political self-identification and who does not.      
                  
A Brief History of the Environmental Movement and its Strategies 
America’s modern environmental movement has its roots in a conservation movement that 
formed at the end of the 19th century. The continuing exploration and exploitation of the 
American West rapidly changed its wild landscape giving early signals that this natural heritage 
could be irreversibly damaged. This led to the idea of national parks to protect wilderness for 
future generations. In 1864, Congress created the Yosemite Grant which, for the first time, set 
aside public land to preserve the beauty and wilderness of the Yosemite Valley, setting a 
precedent for the creation of the first national park in Yellowstone eight years later (Shabecoff, 
2000; Turner, 1991).  
 Based on the desire to preserve land and wildlife emerged the first conservation groups to 
further that goal. One of the oldest and strongest environmental organizations in the U.S. is the 
Sierra Club, formed in 1892 and led by its charismatic first president, John Muir. The Club 
started as a group of likeminded nature enthusiasts who together explored the Sierra Mountains. 
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Yet, early on, the group also set out to lobby Congress to assure a better protection of Yosemite 
National Park. Against the interests of loggers, miners, and ranchers, the Club started to engage 
in the legislative process including first attempts of grassroots lobbying through their magazine 
Sierra Club Bulletin. Today, the interests of the Sierra Club go well beyond the boundaries of 
Yosemite, but the desire to shape legislation for the protection of public land and wildlife is still 
central to their advocacy work (Turner, 1991). With the establishment of public land set aside for 
the purpose of wilderness and wildlife preservation came new legislation and new government 
agencies to manage the extraction of natural resources. This provided the entry point for new 
conservation groups and the Wilderness Society was one of them. Founded in 1935, the 
Wilderness Society became a key player in preserving public lands, listing the establishment of 
the Wilderness Act of 1964 as one of their greatest successes. Their narrow focus on wilderness 
protection remained, and the group still mostly engages in the lobbying process (Gottlieb, 2005; 
The Wilderness Society, 2015).       
Many members of the early movement developed their desire for protection based on first 
hand experiences in nature. They were among the few who had the means to recreate and 
therefore sought to protect America’s wilderness either for its aesthetics or as their fishing and 
hunting grounds. With its predominately affluent and influential membership, the early 
conservation movement tended to be elitist. For instance, while sports hunting and the roaming 
of wild places was seen as an integral part of conservation efforts, hunting game for food was 
perceived as an assault on wilderness protection. This created an image of elitism that remained 
with American environmentalism for many years to come (Gottlieb, 2005).   
The enjoyment of nature as an exclusive past-time pleasure of the wealthy changed 
substantively with the establishment of a new middle class after the Second World War. The 
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economic boom of the post-war years allowed many Americans to consume more than ever, to 
move out of congested and dirty cities to greener suburbs, and to spend more of their leisure time 
in the outdoors. While people started to live and recreate in a more natural setting, they added the 
good of environmental quality into their value system. However, this steep economic growth not 
only elevated nature and wilderness to a newly appreciated value, the growth also had its visible 
toll on the environment. Suburban sprawl diminished the habitat for many species, growing 
industry and agriculture polluted rivers, lakes, and bays, and more consumer goods required 
more and bigger solid waste sites (Hays, 1987; Shabecoff, 2000; Kempton, Boster, & Hartley, 
1995). Those visible signs of environmental degradation combined with new scientific 
knowledge about eco-systems, and the sentiment of activism during the 1960s helped the 
American environmental movement to eventually gain mass appeal. Established environmental 
organizations such as the National Audubon Society or the Sierra Club experienced tremendous 
growth; for instance membership of the Audubon Society increased from 32,000 members in 
1960 to 120,000 in 1969. While the old conservation organizations enjoyed their membership 
surge, new environmental organizations, such as the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) or 
Friends of the Earth, were founded. Many of them were very active at the first Earth Day in 
1970, taking on new environmental battles that had been previously neglected by the traditional 
groups. One such fight was against the pesticide DDT which was ultimately banned after a 
lawsuit filed by the EDF (Mitchell, Mertig, & Dunlap, 1992; Gottlieb, 2005; Turner, 1991). 
Those new, more professionalized organizations strongly influenced the environmental 
movement of the following decades concerning their issue focus and the strategies they applied. 
In contrast to older conservation groups, their advocacy work was not directed at land and 
wildlife preservation but at the effect of pollution and toxic substances on public health 
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(Shabecoff, 2000). In regard to strategies, the establishment of the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) and the passing of the nation’s first landmark environmental acts1 led to an 
approach that was heavily built around this new political and legal reality. Groups, such as the 
Environmental Defense Fund and the National Resources Defense Council successfully used a 
combination of litigation and scientific expertise to push their advocacy goals. The new or 
greatly expanded environmental laws offered them an excellent opportunity to influence 
environmental policymaking, and they took it. Not only did they win in court against the 
government and polluting industries they also helped to write important parts of federal 
environmental legislation (Shabecoff, 2000; Adams & Adams, 2010). 
  In the meantime, traditional conservation groups did not disappear; instead, they started 
to adopt the techniques of the new expert-oriented organizations. While using such techniques, 
many of the old and new mainstream environmental organizations were willing to consider the 
government and even polluting industries not exclusively as their adversaries, but as possible 
partners with the goal to negotiate settlements to ease environmental problems. Such work 
relationships, especially with the newly created EPA, emerged during a time of bipartisan 
support for environmental protection which provided fertile soil for the groups’ lobbying efforts. 
This changed abruptly when Ronald Reagan entered the White House in 1980. Driven by his 
commitment to market capitalism and to the individual freedom of Americans, the new president 
sought to ease or remove environmental regulation that stood in the way of industry (Adams & 
Adams, 2010; Shabecoff, 2000). As a result, environmental advocacy organizations found 
themselves shut out of the policymaking process. The groups changed to a more confrontational 
                                                          
1 Such as the National Environmental Policy Act (1970), the amended Clean Air Act (1970) and the amended Clean 
Water Act (1972), to name some. 
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course, and their CEOs joined forces in the so-called Group of Ten2, helping the organizations to 
speak in a more unified voice against the Reagan administration. Using this new strategy the 
organizations still managed to have some impact on environmental politics. For instance, the 
mainstream environmental organizations were very much involved in stirring the public debate 
about the decreasing environmental commitment of the EPA, and in the resignation of its head 
administrator Anne Gorsuch and of Secretary of the Interior James Watt. By the mid-1980s, they 
also eased their attacks on the administration, and the Group of Ten even met with the CEOs of 
national chemical companies, making overtures of dialogue instead of sticking to their 
confrontational course. But, the national environmental organizations did not even come close to 
shaping environmental policy as much as they did during the previous decade (Dunlap, 1987; 
Gottlieb, 2005). 
This pragmatist approach had its critics in the environmental movement, leading to more 
diversification. Within the mainstream organizations, groups like Friends of the Earth felt uneasy 
in their association with the Group of Ten, since they “saw themselves as the radicals of the 
mainstream movement” (Gottlieb, 2005, p. 201). A number of Friend of the Earth’s organizers 
were pushing for more activism at the grassroots level and questioned the path of becoming a 
more professionalized environmental interest group. Yet, eventually they took this direction. 
Other organizations outright rejected the mainstream approach and became a radical wing within 
the environmental movement. Organizations such as Greenpeace and First Earth! had fast 
successes with their attention grabbing and deliberately confrontational direct-action campaigns 
                                                          
2 The Group of Ten consisted of ten CEOs of the largest national environmental organizations: the National Wildlife 
Federation, the Izaak Walton League, the Council for Environmental Quality, the National Audubon Society, the 
Sierra Club, the Wilderness Society, the Natural Defense Council, the Environmental Defense Fund, the 
Environmental Policy Center, Friends of the Earth, and the National Parks and Conservation Association (joining 
shortly after the initial meeting). The Group dissolved at the end of the 1980s (Gottlieb, 2005).   
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in which they spray painted seal pups to protect them from hunting or climbed an old-growth tree 
to save it from logging. Often, their actions brought them in direct conflict with the law, an 
approach that was unthinkable for the mainstream organizations (Gottlieb, 2005).        
Another emerging wing within the environmental movement consisted of the many 
community groups fighting predominantly against the pollution of their air, land, and water.  
Those grassroots or ‘not in my backyard’ (NIMBY) organizations differ significantly from 
mainstream environmental groups regarding their issues, strategies, and membership. Concerns 
often revolve around human health issues in an urban environment and many of the activists or 
their families are actual victims of the pollution happening in their community. In contrast to the 
mainstream groups, the NIMBY’s are often led by women, include lower-middle class to middle 
class families, and are rather successful in attracting racial and ethnic minorities. African-
Americans and Hispanics became especially active in the environmental justice movement 
highlighting the fact that minority neighborhoods are disproportionally burdened with 
environmental degradation.  
There was and is some collaboration between community-based groups and the national 
environmental organization. In 1978, the case at Love Canal started a community-initiated anti-
toxics movement in which the national organizations offered their scientific and legal expertise 
to community groups who lacked the professionalism of the nationals. However, the relationship 
between the two was not always easy. Local activists were perceived as the non-experts and felt 
marginalized by the white, male, and highly specialized professionals who sometimes showed an 
arrogant attitude toward the NIMBY organizers. Not surprisingly, such behavior spurred mistrust 
among the grassroots. And while national environmental organizations continue to be supportive 
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of many community organizations, many NIMBYs consider them still as outsiders (Freudenberg 
& Steinsapir, 1992; Gottlieb, 2005). 
Today, major national environmental organizations still apply the professional strategies 
of lobbying and litigation they adopted during the 1970s. But, they are well aware that those 
strategies have their limits in influencing environmental policy. Since the Reagan years, 
environmentalism has moved from being a bipartisan issue to being a Democratic issue making it 
considerably harder for environmental advocacy groups to be part of the policymaking process 
when the government is dominated by the Republican Party (Young, 2010). A strong 
membership is another asset in the organizations’ tool box to further their goals. After all, it was 
mass awareness followed by a mass environmental movement that led to the golden age of 
environmentalism in the 1970s (Shabecoff, 2000). However, today national environmental 
advocacy groups are perceived as serving a predominately white, liberal, and middle-class to 
upper middle-class constituency. The national groups admit their difficulties in attracting a more 
diverse membership which, I will argue, could be a strong bargaining chip when pushing for 
stronger environmental policies (Navaro, 2009; Pica, 2011). In the next section, I will take a 
closer look at the constituency of national environmental organizations including an examination 
of national survey data to determine who identifies as an environmentalist in the U.S.      
 
Membership of National Environmental Organizations 
There are two ways to assess the membership of America’s environmental movement: through 
membership in various environmental organizations and through public opinion data. Each 
measure provides some useful information regarding the movement’s numbers and make-up. 
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But, a full picture, especially in regard to the people’s environmental commitment, is hard to get 
and not easily analyzable based on existing data. So what do the present data tell us?  
There is no database compiling exact membership numbers for all environmental groups, 
but several of the national environmental organizations publish their numbers, indicating that the 
environmental movement is in the millions.3 Looking at the organizations examined in this 
study, there is the Sierra Club with 2.4 million “members and supporters,” the National 
Resources Defense Council with “more than 2 million members and online activists,” and 
Friends of the Earth with “more than 2 million activists” in their international network4 (Sierra 
Club, 2015; NRDC, 2015; Friends of the Earth, 2015). The numbers do not show the level of 
activity, but one can suspect that most members are connected to the organization by donation 
only. Indeed, some organizations, such as the Wilderness Society and NRDC, solely connect to 
their members through donations and online activism, while others, such as the Sierra Club and 
the Audubon Society, maintain a network of local chapters.  
Also, large environmental organizations mostly do not know how their constituency is 
comprised. There is still the perception that members of mainstream organizations are 
predominately white, well educated, and politically left-leaning which is seen as a drawback in 
the groups’ efforts to increase their membership. Pointedly, Carl Pope, the Sierra Club’s former 
executive director, once remarked that: “If you go to a Sierra Club meeting, the people are 
mostly white, largely over 40, almost all college-educated, whose style is to argue with each 
                                                          
3 It is likely that individuals are members of more than one environmental organization since a membership is 
established based on a donation/membership fee. This would make it even harder to gather the number of 
individuals “active” in environmental organizations. A simple addition of membership numbers is likely to 
overestimate the size of the movement with individuals accounted for numerous times.        
4 Friends of the Earth belongs to an international Friends of the Earth network present in 75 countries. 
Membership numbers for the U.S. only were not available on their web site. Membership numbers for the 
Wilderness Society were not available on the group’s web site.  
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other,” he continued, “that may not be a welcoming environment.” (NY Times, May 2009).  
Again, environmental organizations have only anecdotal evidence regarding the make-up of their 
membership. But, public opinion data can address this lack of information since it allows us to 
analyze environmentalists based on their demographic characteristics and their political self-
identification; an examination that will follow in the next paragraphs. 
 
Public Opinion on the Environmental Movement: Data and Analysis     
Since 2002, the Gallup Poll Social Series on the environment assesses people’s active 
membership and level of sympathy toward the environmental movement in a survey question. 
Respondents are asked whether they consider themselves to be “an active participant in the 
environmental movement; sympathetic towards the environmental movement, but not active; 
neutral; or unsympathetic towards the environmental movement.” In 2010, 19 percent of the 
general public claimed to be an active participant of the movement; 62 percent were either active 
or sympathetic toward the movement, showing that environmentalism still has majority support 
among Americans. A problem with the question is that “active participant” as well as 
“environmental movement” are not defined. Thus, both terms can mean different things to 
different people. In his book Forcing the Spring, Robert Gottlieb (2005) recalls asking his 
students to name two or three well-known environmental organizations at the beginning of his 
introductory course on the environment and society. He reports that students typically name the 
Sierra Club or other large environmental organization along with some widely known local 
groups. This anecdote is by no means a substitute for a clear definition of the term 
“environmental movement” in the Gallup question. But, it might be a small indication that a fair 
amount of people associate the environmental movement with some of the mainstream 
organizations that are examined in this study. 
21 
 
Despite its shortcomings, the Gallup data provide insight into people’s attitudes toward 
the environmental movement and its members. The data also include information about people’s 
demographics and political self-identifications, allowing for a more nuanced analysis of who 
sympathizes with the movement and who does not. Using logistic regression analysis, I will 
examine who aligns with the movement based on age, gender, race, education, political ideology, 
and party identification. The results will show whether white, better-educated, and politically left 
leaning individuals are truly the strongest sympathizers or active participants within the 
environmental movement or whether this image is just a myth.  
In the logistic regression analysis conducted to evaluate people’s sympathies toward the 
environmental movement the dependent variable is coded dichotomously. The variable is coded 
with people who are “active participants” or “sympathetic (…) but not active” as one and people 
who are “neutral” or “unsympathetic” as zero. The independent variables are based on people’s 
demographics and political self-identifications; to keep the interpretation of the regression 
analysis results more simple, they are also coded as dichotomous variables. I included two party 
identification variables (Republican/not a Republican and Democrat/not a Democrat) and two 
political ideology variables (conservative/not conservative and liberal/not liberal) in the 
regression analysis. The inclusion of two pairs of political variables allows me to keep the 
dichotomous format for the independent variables while effectively comparing three categories: 
Republicans, Democrats and independents, as well as conservatives, liberals and moderates. 
In social and behavioral science research, logistic regression is the preferred method of 
regression analysis when examining dependent variables that are dichotomous (Meyers, Gamst, 
& Guarino, 2006). It is the best fit for variables that do not follow a linear pattern; unfortunately, 
its most available coefficients – logged odds and odd ratios – are not as easy to interpret as 
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coefficients of multiple regression analysis. As a result, I will use J. Scott Long’s approach for 
converting logged odds into predicted probabilities, which makes the interpretation of 
coefficients more intuitive and allows for a comparison of the strength of different predictors. 
The analysis of predicted probabilities enables me to examine the magnitude of each independent 
variable while holding the other predictors constant. According to Long, the variables can be set 
at different values such as the mean, minimum, maximum or even at a specific combination of 
values if the researcher wishes “to highlight differences among important groups” (1997, p. 165). 
In this regression analysis, the independent variables, which are all binary, are set at their modes 
when determining the variation in the predicted probabilities. As a result, I create a model person 
with the following characteristics: independent, ideologically moderate, at least some college 
education, under 65 years of age, male, and white.  
 
The Results 
Based on public opinion data collected by the Gallup Poll, people’s sympathies toward the 
environmental movement remain strong in the 21st century. Between 2002 and 2010 the 
percentage of Americans that were either active or non-active sympathizers of the environmental 
movement ranged from 62 to 73 percent (Table 1). Respondents differed based on partisanship 
and political ideology; not surprisingly the percentage of Democrat and liberal sympathizers was 
higher than the percentage of Republicans and conservatives. The two predictors also proved to 
be statistically significant in the logistic regression analysis which is discussed below. A 
comparison of respondents with a high school education or less and respondents with at least 
some college experience shows a lower percentage of active and non-active sympathizers among 
people with no more than a high school education. This effect can also be observed in the 
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regression analysis. In the logistic regression, race did not prove to be a statistically significant 
predictor of people’s attitudes toward the environmental movement. The descriptive statistics in 
Table 1, however, indicate that non-white are quite strong sympathizers of the environmental 
movement. For the years 2006, 2008, and 2010, their support even surpasses the support of white 
respondents by 7 to 11 percentage points. This finding is somewhat surprising, since it debunks 
the image of a white, well-educated, politically liberal movement. The result can also be seen as 
good news for national environmental groups in their effort to extend their constituency.     
 
Table 1: Active members/sympathizers of the environmental movement by various political and demographic 
variables 
 Respondents who are active members or sympathizers of 
the environmental movement (in Percent) 
  
Year 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 
General Public 73% 
N=721 
63% 
N=627 
64% 
N=634 
71% 
N=716 
62% 
N=620 
Republican 65% 
N=223 
50% 
N=161 
48% 
N=140 
56% 
N=161 
49% 
N=136 
Democrat 79% 
N=223 
75% 
N=238 
79% 
N=261 
85% 
N=290 
79% 
N=238 
Conservative 65% 
N=250 
52% 
N=204 
48% 
N=170 
58% 
N=232 
44% 
N=185 
Liberal 83% 
N=152 
82% 
N=175 
84% 
N=165 
86% 
N=194 
80% 
N=151 
College 76% 
N=494 
66% 
N=439 
67% 
N=468 
73% 
N=535 
66% 
N=491 
High school 66% 
N=225 
58% 
N=184 
57% 
N=164 
65% 
N=179 
49% 
N=123 
White 73% 
N=616 
63% 
N=542 
63% 
N=536 
71% 
N=619 
61% 
N=528 
Non-White 72% 
N=97 
61% 
N=77 
74% 
N=91 
79% 
N=95 
68% 
N=80 
Male 67% 
N=327 
56% 
N=271 
58% 
N=281 
67% 
N=343 
56% 
N=293 
Female 77% 
N=394 
71% 
N=356 
70% 
N=353 
75% 
N=373 
69% 
N=327 
 
Source: The Gallup Poll Social Series: Environment (2002-2010) 
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While this indicates a solid support overall, regression analysis reveals people’s attitudes toward 
the movement differ based on their demographics and political self-identification. As shown in 
Figure 1, one’s political leaning affects one’s opinion about the environmental movement in the 
expected direction. The predicted probability to sympathize with the movement is higher for 
liberals and Democrats, it is lower for conservatives and Republicans while holding all other 
independent variables at their modes. 
 
Figure 1: Sympathy for Environmental Movement Based on Demographics and Political Self-Identification* 
Source: The Gallup Poll Social Series: Environment (2002-2010) 
___________________ 
*Graph only shows data points that are statistically significant at > .05 level of significance.  
          
The effect is strongest for people who consider themselves to be conservative. From 2006 to 
2010 the predicted probability to sympathize decreased between 0.12 and 0.28 for conservatives 
in comparison to moderates and liberals holding all other variables at their modes. During the 
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same time span, liberals did not significantly differ statistically from the general population; but, 
self-reported Democrats tended to be more sympathetic toward the movement in 2008 and 2010 
compared to independents and Republicans. The results support the image that is associated with 
many national environmental organizations. Liberals and Democrats hold the movement (and 
supposedly its environmental groups) in higher esteem than their conservative and Republican 
counterparts.5  
 Political variables are not the only predictors that define people’s attitudes toward the 
environmental movement; people also differed based on their demographics. Indeed, in all five 
years of the time series, the predicted probability to sympathize with the movement was lower 
for men than for women, and for people with a high school education or less than for people with 
at least some college education, holding all other variables at their modes. Here, the two 
demographic characteristics have a more consistent effect on people’s sympathies than their 
political self-identification. They also affect people’s opinions about the environmental 
movement in an expected fashion. Many scholars connect women’s heightened environmental 
awareness to their “maternal socialization as family nurturers and care givers.” (Guber, 2003, p. 
74). Likewise, a higher level of education is often associated with stronger concerns for the 
environment (Van Liere & Dunlap, 1980). And, indeed, it is people who went to and/or 
graduated from college who identify more favorably with the environmental movement based on 
my findings. Many national environmental groups see a need to broaden their constituency 
beyond the college-educated middle class. This is especially true if those people worry about the 
                                                          
5 Interestingly, when the dependent variable was defined as active members (coded as 1) and non-members 
(coded as zero), political ideology and partisanship were almost never statistically significant. Liberals and 
Democrats never differed from the general public between 2002 and 2010; while the predicted probability to 
sympathize with the movement decreased for Republicans in 2004 and 2008 and for Conservatives in 2010 holding 
all other variables at their modes.         
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environment yet feel alienated by the mainstream organizations. If this is the case, then those 
organizations do a woeful job in harnessing manpower that could be translated into political 
power. The following regression analysis examining people’s worries about various 
environmental problems will show whether the break-down based on demographics and political 
leaning aligns with people’s sympathies toward the environmental movement; or, whether the 
people who worry are not attracted by a movement that is supposed to represent them.  
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Chapter 2: Environmental Attitudes and the U.S. Public  
 
The first hypothesis of this research project argues that national environmental organizations 
favor nature-centered issues over human-centered issues. As a result, the environmental 
movement performs poorly in representing the general public’s most pressing environmental 
concerns. The hypothesis is tested applying both a quantitative and qualitative research approach. 
First, I examine environmental issues that are seen as the most problematic by the general public 
based on national survey data. I then will compare the results with environmental concerns 
pushed by four leading environmental advocacy groups in their annual reports. The comparison 
will show whether Americans and the environmental movement are in or out of sync when it 
comes to the prioritization of environmental concerns.  
The quantitative analysis uses national survey data gathered by the Gallup Poll and the 
Pew Research Center. In the conducted surveys, respondents are asked to rate the severity of 
various environmental problems such as air pollution, water pollution, global warming, or the 
extinction of plant and animal species. Respondents evaluate whether they “personally worry 
about this problem a great deal, a fair amount, only a little, or not at all.” The list of 
environmental problems that is given to the respondents varies during the years and comprises as 
many as 14 items and as little as 7 items. There are five issues that recur in every survey: air 
pollution, water pollution, global warming, ozone layer, and toxic waste. Based on the list, I 
develop a hierarchy of America’s most important environmental problems as perceived by the 
general public. The environmental problems question has been asked from 1989 to 2014 and the 
analyzed data covers the years 1989 to 2010. This enables me to determine trends of 
environmental concerns among Americans over a 21 year period. Unfortunately, data are not 
available for every year; data are especially missing during the first decade of the analyzed time 
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frame. During the 1990s, data have been available for the early and late years of the decade.6 
Starting in 2002, I was able to gather survey data for every even calendar year ending with 2010.  
The data sets enable me to examine people’s most pressing environmental concerns while 
considering the respondents’ demographic background and their political self-identification. The 
goal is to determine whether there is differing acceptance of various environmental issues among 
the American public. That is, are some environmental concerns shared by a broad spectrum of 
the general population while others have a more polarizing character that divide people based on 
social class, race, or political affiliation? If this is the case, this information will help to assess 
the role and importance of different environmental issues in national politics and elections. I 
argue that more divisive issues, especially along party lines, present a pitfall for environmental 
organizations when trying to increase their power in national politics. An example would be the 
issue of global warming, which triggers vastly different reactions from self-identified Democrats 
and Republicans in national surveys.  
From 2006 to 2012, there has been a 30 to 40 percentage point difference between 
Democrats and Republicans when evaluating the solid evidence of the earth’s warming. 
According to the Pew Research Center, 85 percent of Democrats in 2012 considered the 
warming of the earth to be a fact while only 48 percent of Republicans said there is solid 
evidence of warming. Related questions about the issue rendered similar divisions along party 
lines. For instance, 58 percent of Democrats believed that scientists agree that human activity is 
the main cause of the earth’s warming while only 30 percent of Republicans shared that view. 
Likewise, a strong majority of Democrats (83 percent) saw global warming to be a very serious 
or somewhat serious problem, comparing to 43 percent of Republicans who considered the 
                                                          
6 Data sets including a battery of questions regarding environmental problems cover the years 1989, 1990, 1991, 
1999, and 2001. 
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warming of the earth to be a serious problem. Based on the same survey conducted in October 
2012, the Pew Report shows a similar division between supporters of President Obama and 
supporters of Governor Romney indicating that the issue of global warming helped to manifest a 
partisan divide among voters rather than move environmentally concerned Republicans into the 
Obama camp (Pew Report, 2012).  
As a result, the issue of the environment is perceived to be a Democratic core issue in 
today’s politics. Environmental organizations are bound to align with the Democratic Party in 
national politics and run the risk to significantly lose political power when the Republican Party 
forms the government. This is especially true when environmental advocacy groups push issues 
that divide rather than unite the electorate. Therefore, the examination of different environmental 
issues in regard to people’s demographic background and political self-identification helps to 
assess the political positioning of those issues. For instance, it shows whether air pollution 
concerns dominate among Democrats and Liberals or whether it is a concern equally shared by 
the general public.  
The framing analysis of the groups’ annual reports which will follow in the next chapter 
determines the groups’ biggest environmental concerns. A comparison of the two analyses shows 
whether the four major environmental organizations align with a narrow or a broad demographic 
and political spectrum of the general public based on the issue-focus these organizations have 
chosen. Before I start the analysis of people’s attitudes toward various environmental issues 
based on national survey data, I will offer an overview of existing studies that consider public 
opinion regarding the environment.       
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Literature Review 
Environmental problems emerged as an important issue in U.S. politics during the late 1960s and 
early 1970s coinciding with heightened environmental concerns that formed as a mass sentiment 
among the general public (Kraft & Vig, 2010).  Books like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring helped 
to popularize the need for environmental protection, and incidents such as fire on the Cuyahoga 
River and the oil spill in Santa Barbara spurred and ultimately resulted in an American 
environmental mass movement (Gottlieb, 2005). With the rise of environmental awareness 
during those years, polling organizations using U.S. regional and national samples started to 
include survey questions mainly regarding pollution issues. Early findings show that concerns 
about air and water pollution at least doubled from 1965 to 1970 resulting in a solid majority that 
considered air and water pollution to be a very serious to somewhat serious problem. Also, 
Americans increasingly favored government spending to control pollution, and survey results 
from 1969 to 1971 even show a majority willing to take a small tax increase (well under $100) to 
pay the bill for a healthier environment (Erskine, 1972). Increasing worries about a polluted 
environment helped to initiate the first Earth Day celebration in 1970, and new as well as 
established national environmental organizations utilized this soaring interest to their advantage 
when lobbying for major environmental policies in the areas of clean water, clean air, and 
endangered species, to name a few (Young, 2010; Mitchell, 1984; Dunlap, 1992). 
The 1970s are sometimes called the environmental decade, and the tremendous success 
in implementing pro-environmental policies during this time justifies this assessment (Dunlap, 
2008). However, survey data indicate that the year 1970 marked the first peak of environmental 
concern among the general public with survey results showing decreasing concerns during the 
following years. Dunlap reports that a small but sizable minority of 10 percent of respondents 
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volunteered in naming the environment when asked for the single most important problem (MIP) 
facing the nation in 1970. This number shrunk, however, to only 2 percent in 1972, and more 
traditional issues, such as energy, moved center stage again, especially with a looming energy 
crisis that erupted in 1973 (Dunlap, 1992). 
Based on the MIP question, Americans’ commitment to environmental protection has 
been shallow at best, with the public’s interest rapidly disappearing after 1970. Yet, other 
measures show a more continuous, albeit weakened, commitment toward a protected 
environment among the American public. During the 1970s, a majority of the public still 
considered governmental spending for improved environmental protection to be too little, and a 
plurality found laws and regulations regarding environmental protection to not go far enough. 
When given the trade-off of having a protected environment or adequate energy supply, the gap 
between the two issues never exceeded 8 percentage points in favor of energy. In 1976, 
respondents even favored environmental protection over an adequate energy supply, a surprising 
finding given the recently experienced energy crisis. In short, the rapid interest in environmental 
protection that preceded the first Earth Day celebration could not hold its high levels throughout 
the 1970s. But, it remained a concern among the public throughout the decade and did not 
ultimately vanish from the public’s mind, replaced by new social problems, as predicted by 
Anthony Downs in his model of an issue-attention cycle (Dunlap, 1992; Dunlap, 2002; Downs, 
1972).  
The inauguration of a rather overtly anti-environmental administration under Ronald 
Reagan reignited people’s concerns regarding the environment and showed that the public’s 
support for environmental protection had become a cherished value woven into the fabric of 
American culture (Dunlap & Scarce, 1991; Kempton, Boster, & Hartley, 1995). President 
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Reagan famously stated that “government is not the solution to our problem; government is the 
problem.” Accordingly, his administration opposed government regulation as a means to protect 
the environment and quickly started to deregulate the system. While Americans had chosen a 
new president with a marked pro-growth agenda, public opinion soon showed resistance toward 
his sweeping cutback on environmental policies, which many considered to have successfully 
contributed to cleaner streams and healthier air. As a result, polling organizations measured an 
increased support for more government spending and more laws and regulations in regard to the 
environment throughout the 1980s (Dunlap, 1991). For instance, survey data collected by the 
Roper Organization shows that Americans were more inclined to say that environmental laws 
and regulations had gone “not far enough” instead of “too far” throughout the 1980s. The 
average gap between the two answer categories had risen to 23 percentage points during the 
1980s, compared to an average of just 12 percentage points a decade earlier. The public’s 
support for environmental protection did not just spurt right after President Reagan took office; it 
rose continuously throughout the decade and was stronger than ever in the early 1990s (Dunlap, 
2002; Dunlap, 1992). People’s concerns, however, did not automatically translate into behavioral 
changes, especially in regard to voting behavior. Reagan’s reelection in a landslide is a good 
example in which a strong anti-environmental agenda did not hurt the candidate at the ballot box. 
More recent studies back this result, showing that President George W. Bush’s reelection in 2004 
was not jeopardized by his poor environmental record (Bosso & Guber, 2006; Guber, 2003). 
Public opinion polls show a strong interest and support for a healthier environment 
around the 20th anniversary of Earth Day in 1990. Results indicate that Americans were in favor 
of more governmental involvement, both through laws and regulations as well as through 
increased spending. They considered environmental protection to be more important than 
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economic growth, and, as we will see in this analysis, many worried “a great deal” about various 
environmental issues such as air pollution, water pollution, or toxic waste. Scholars name several 
reasons to explain this increased support in environmental protection. People’s concerns have 
been connected to a heightened level of media attention in regard to environmental catastrophes 
and other environmental events, and the 20-year Earth Day celebration certainly is a case in 
point. Also, people’s support for environmental protection has been linked to the status of the 
economy, as well as to people’s perception of the present administration and their willingness to 
protect the environment (Guber, 2003; Dunlap, 2002). 
This assessment fits the trend of public opinion of the 1980s and 1990s when considering 
the president’s commitment to the environment. While the anti-environmental administration of 
Ronald Reagan triggered Americans to support more governmental engagement in regard to the 
environment, those demands tapered off under the Clinton administration. For instance, the gap 
between Americans who thought we spend too little and Americans who thought we spend too 
much on improving and protecting the environment narrowed, as did the gap between Americans 
who thought environmental laws and regulations went too far instead of not far enough. In both 
cases, the pro-environmental viewpoint enjoyed a majority. Since President Clinton and 
particularly Vice President Gore were perceived to be more environmentally considerate in their 
policy-making, it is not surprising to see stagnant or decreasing commitment to environmental 
protection throughout the 1990s, even though the country enjoyed a strong economy (Dunlap, 
2002; Guber, 2003). 
The new Republican administration under George W. Bush was greeted by 
environmental advocates with skepticism that turned into vocal opposition after his first term as 
president. By 2004, virtually all environmental organizations endorsed John Kerry as their 
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candidate based on their opposition to several of Bush’s industry friendly policy initiatives. For 
instance, environmentalists had been angered by the administration’s proposal to open the Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska for oil and gas drilling, by the loosening of emission 
standards for various air pollutants, and by his unwillingness to sign the Kyoto Protocol to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Vig, 2006). Bush’s anti-environmental policy proposals, many 
of them stalling in Congress, seemed to be in stark contrast to an American public which, 
according to survey results, still valued government initiatives to protect the environment and 
generally gave the president low marks regarding his environmental stewardship (Bosso & 
Guber, 2006). However, following the pattern of the Reagan administration, Bush’s poor record 
on the environment was hardly an issue during the presidential election which ended in a second 
term for the president. Given the U.S. engagement in two wars after the terrorist attacks in New 
York and Washington D.C., it was not surprising to see foreign policy issues dominate the 2004 
election campaign. But, while Reagan’s anti-environmental agenda did not threaten his re-
election, it helped to galvanize people’s support and concern in regard to environmental 
protection. Furthermore, it brought a boost in membership and financial contributions to many 
environmental advocacy groups (Gottlieb, 2005). This time, however, the protest launched by 
major environmental organizations fell on largely deaf ears. Indeed, environmental concerns 
among the public ranging from pollution issues to global warming were steadily declining 
throughout the 2000s (Bosso & Guber, 2006).  
Explanations of this decline have been linked to the 9/11 terrorist attacks shifting the 
focus to security and foreign policy issues. Furthermore, Americans also had to deal with a 
dampened economy in the aftermath of the attacks and then again during the recession starting in 
2008. This set-up made it difficult to raise awareness not only for environmental issues; other 
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social-justice concerns such as hunger and homelessness, crime and violence, and race relations 
slipped from people’s minds as well (Bosso & Guber, 2006). The effect of economic 
circumstances, especially the last recession, becomes apparent when examining Gallup’s trade-
off question in regard to economic growth and environmental protection. After a dip in the early 
1990s, people’s willingness to emphasize environmental protection over economic growth 
remained strong and rather steady throughout the economically prosperous 1990s. But, the 
support for the environment shrunk considerably during the 2000s. In 2009, more people gave 
higher priority to economic growth than to environmental protection; a first since the question 
has been introduced in 1984 (Jones, 2011). Four years later, Americans still prioritized a strong 
economy even if it happens at the expense of environmental protection, but the gap has been 
closing (Saad, 2013). These measures show rather clearly that people’s concerns regarding the 
environment are currently on the decline; the ramifications of this decline, however, stir 
controversy among scholars. Some scholars interpret the decreasing support as a substantial shift 
toward a conservative worldview ultimately yielding the end of environmentalism in American 
society (Shellenberger & Nordhaus, 2004). Others dismiss such claims, stating that the recent 
downturn is mostly a 9/11 after-effect and not an indication for eroding pro-environmental 
values among Americans (Dunlap, 2006). The future will show whether people will again pay 
more attention to environmental problems once the economy recovers, or whether Shellenberger 
and Nordhaus are correct and a more conservative America finally becomes numb to the issue of 
the environment (2004). 
The above overview shows the scholarly interest in trends regarding people’s 
environmental concerns. The general public’s changing environmental commitment is a focus of 
this study as well. The overview also shows that Americans evaluate environmental issues 
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differently based on the questions they are asked and based on behavior that might follow. For 
instance, people’s verbal commitment to environmental protection certainly does not consistently 
result in picking a pro-environmental candidate when asked for whom they will vote at the ballot 
box.  
This ties into another topic that triggered a scholarly debate: the question of how 
environmental concern should be measured. Survey questions regarding the environment 
generally trailed off into several directions. A battery of questions asks people how much they 
worry about various environmental problems. Others assess people’s opinions of governmental 
programs that support environmental protection, while another group of questions tries to get a 
grasp of people’s commitment to environmental behavior. Dunlap and van Liere were the first to 
recognize the difficulty posed by potentially different measures in regard to environmental 
concern. In their 1981 study, they tested whether those different types of questions are able to 
exclusively detect people’s attitudes toward the environment, hypothesizing that different 
measures were tapping into “one underlying construct – environmental concern” (1981, p. 655). 
The answer to their hypothesis was a qualified yes. The findings show strong intercorrelations 
between people’s concerns for natural resources and pollution issues. However, when assessing 
the issue of overpopulation, respondents answered distinctly differently, and their opinions did 
not prove to be consistent with the other two environmental issues. Van Liere and Dunlap argue 
that overpopulation might not be considered to be an environmental issue, prompting different 
associations in comparison to the other two issues. Respondents who voiced strong concerns 
regarding the protection of natural resources and the issue of pollution also supported pro-
environmental policies, a connection that points to a unified construct of environmental concern 
according to the researchers. Environmental attitudes were not a strong predictor for 
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environmental behavior that was aimed to preserve the quality of the environment which again 
weakened the hypothesis of an underlying construct. Still, van Liere and Dunlap see people’s 
attitudes toward the environment driven by a unifying concern (or lack thereof) and consider 
deviating results in regard to the overpopulation issue and people’s commitment to 
environmental behavior as outliers (1981). 
Their argument for environmental concern as an underlying construct is reflected in 
another study by the two authors in which they develop a belief system called the New 
Environmental Paradigm (later renamed and revised into the New Ecological Paradigm) or NEP. 
The NEP Scale is based on 15 items (formerly twelve items) aiming to measure people’s 
attitudes toward five aspects associated with an ecological worldview: the acknowledgement that 
limits to growth are real, the rejection of anthropocentrism, the acknowledgement that the 
balance of nature is fragile, the rejection of so-called exemptionalism, that is, humans are not 
exempt from the constraints of nature, and, the possibility of an ecocrisis (Dunlap & van Liere, 
2008; Dunlap, van Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000). Initially, the NEP was developed as an 
alternative worldview to Pirages and Ehrlich’s so-called Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP) which 
highlights a set of beliefs promoting progress based on science and technology, the striving for 
unlimited growth, and the commitment for a laissez-faire economy and small government. 
According to Pirages and Ehrlich, the DSP is the foundation of America’s success and is needed 
for the continued prosperity of our society (Pirages & Ehrlich, 1974). Dunlap et al. disagree with 
this viewpoint, arguing that with the NEP Americans adopted a new belief system which takes 
environmental concerns into consideration much more strongly than previously thought. Their 
study is based on a representative sample of Washington State residents and results show that 
Washingtonians score rather high on the NEP Scale indicating that they have deep concerns 
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regarding the health of the environment. Also, they feel confident that the scale measures a 
coherent ecological worldview based on various facets that are highly interdependent (Dunlap & 
van Liere, 2008; Dunlap, van Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000). 
This assumed unidimensionality of the NEP Scale has been contested by other 
researchers who consider people’s attitudes and concerns toward the environment to be much 
less consistent. As a result, the commitment to environmental protection among Americans 
might be more volatile than a single measure instrument makes us believe (Daniels, Krosnick, 
Tichy, & Tompson, 2013; Klineberg, McKeever, & Rothenbach, 1998). In their longitudinal 
analysis of Texas residents during the 1990s, Klineberg et al. (1998) show that connections 
between various environmental measures and demographic predictors differ depending on the 
group of survey questions. For instance, self-reported political ideology was a strong predictor 
when the measure of environmental protection was connected to the acceptance of government 
programs. Not surprisingly, the support of government intervention was significantly higher 
among liberals in comparison to conservatives. But, conservative Texans were just as likely as 
liberals to engage in pro-environmental behavior or to worry about pollution in their community. 
This tells us that questions asking for more governmental support regarding the environment 
might also be a measure of attitudes toward small versus big government in general, and it would 
be imprudent to connect them with other environmental questions in a single measuring 
instrument. 
According to Klineberg et al., the only demographic predictors that show a consistent 
relationship with environmental concern are age and education. Here, younger and better 
educated respondents are more likely to be environmentally concerned independent of the survey 
question. As already mentioned, self-reported liberals tend to hold more pro-environmental 
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attitudes specifically when presented with the possibility of government intervention. Other 
demographic factors such as gender, religiosity, or race and ethnicity did not produce a 
discernible pattern. This led to the conclusion that different environmental measures produce 
different results and that the application of a single measurement instrument based on various 
environmental questions is not advisable. 
Daniels et al. (2013) second the argument to keep environmental measures separate in 
their investigation of people’s environmental attitudes in relation to their demographics and 
political self-identification. In an overview of past studies, Daniels et al. point at conflicting 
results when environmental attitudes are evaluated based on various demographic and political 
variables. According to the authors, the different findings are not the result of a good versus a 
poor research design. They are the consequence of different measures of environmental attitudes, 
which leads Daniels et al. to their recommendation against a single environmental measure. In 
their own study they use a national sample based on the 1996 American National Election 
Studies (ANES) survey with offers a rich battery of ten environmental items. Their findings 
show a consistent pattern across nine out of ten items only in regard to Republicans. The 
relationship had the expected result in which Republicans were significantly less pro-
environmental in comparison to their Independent and Democratic counterparts. None of the 
other demographic or political variables produced a similarly strong pattern, confirming 
Klineberg et al.’s argument. 
This study follows the recommendation of Klineberg et al. and Daniels et al. and 
examines every environmental question as a single measure. Here, environmental concern is 
based on people’s worries about various environmental problems, and questions about 
government programs or trade-off questions pitching environmental protection against economic 
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growth or energy supply are not included. As a result, my battery of environmental questions is 
rather homogeneous, yet, the focus is still on potentially diverting evaluations of different 
environmental problems. For instance, I am interested to see whether Republicans, while being 
less inclined to worry about global warming, express similar opinions toward less politically 
charged issues such as pollution. And if a partisan divide exists for some environmental issues 
but not for others, does this impact leading national environmental organizations in how they 
choose and present their top issues? This last question lies at the heart of this research and will be 
answered based on the comparison of the framing analysis of the four advocacy groups’ annual 
reports with the results of people’s environmental attitudes based on national survey data. But 
before the comparison, I will discuss the results of national survey data analyzing people’s 
environmental attitudes while looking at their demographics and self-reported political 
orientation. 
 
Data and Analysis 
For this analysis, I examined national survey data gathered by the Gallup Poll and the Pew 
Research Center between 1989 and 2010. In each survey, respondents were presented a battery 
of questions asking them how much they worried about various environmental problems. The 
problems include pollution concerns, concerns about global issues such as climate change and 
the depleting ozone layer, as well as nature-related concerns such as the extinction of plant and 
animal species, and the loss of tropical rain forest. Depending on the year, the surveys cover 
between 7 to 14 environmental problems. For this research, I initially looked at ten 
environmental concerns. All ten issues follow a similar pattern in which concerns about all 
environmental problems decrease over time among the general public. Therefore, I decided to 
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focus my analysis on four of the ten environmental concerns since the discussion of all ten issues 
would yield repetitiveness without adding much to the findings. My chosen environmental issues 
include water pollution, air pollution, global warming, and the extinction of plant and animal 
species.   
Water pollution and air pollution belong to the category of pollution issues which overall 
trigger the strongest concerns among the general public. Within this category air pollution can be 
found at the bottom while water pollution is the top concern overall. The issue of global warming 
can be characterized by its global scope, a trait that also applies to concerns of a depleting ozone 
layer and, to a certain extent, the tropical rainforest issue. Based on the time series, global 
warming follows a somewhat unique pattern, which makes it interesting for further discussion. 
More importantly, global warming has been arguably the most prominent environmental issue of 
the 21st century and, therefore, cannot be omitted from this analysis. Lastly, I will include the 
issue of the extinction of plant and animal species in the analysis. The issue has only been 
included since 2002, yielding a rather short time series. Before 2002, polling organizations asked 
sporadically about habitat loss for wildlife, presumably tapping into a similar concern. However, 
the questions about habitat loss and extinction are so different it would be imprudent to connect 
them for one time series. It is a drawback that the issue of extinction can only be examined over 
an 8-year time span; but, I consider the issue to be the best fit for a nature-centered concern. 
Since the goal of the analysis is to compare nature-centered with human-centered environmental 
issues, the benefits outweigh the issue’s shortcomings. 
The time series allows for an analysis of how people’s concerns about various 
environmental problems evolved over 21 years. It helps to answer questions regarding 
environmental concerns that might have emerged during the time span and others that might 
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have withered away. Also, regression analysis enables me to examine how different segments of 
the general public evaluate environmental questions and whether this evaluation changes over 
time. In this analysis, independent variables that represent demographics and people’s political 
self-identification cover the following characteristics: gender, age, race, education, party 
identification, and political ideology. All variables are coded as dichotomous variables with the 
following categories (coded as 1) for the demographics: male, over 65 years old, white, and high 
school education or below. Various studies and surveys show a rather strong division based on 
political beliefs when it comes to the environment. For this study, I was particularly interested to 
see whether this division exists for all environmental concerns included in the analysis and 
whether it changes over time. With this heightened interest, I included two party identification 
variables (Republican/Not a Republican and Democrat/Not a Democrat) and two political 
ideology variables (conservative/Not conservative and liberal/Not liberal) in the regression 
analysis. The inclusion of two pairs of political variables allows me to keep the dichotomous 
format for the independent variables while effectively comparing three categories: Republicans, 
Democrats and independents, as well as conservatives, liberals and moderates. Indeed, results 
will show that party identification, namely the self-identification as a Republican is the one of 
the most potent predictors in the analysis. 
The dependent variables I will discuss in this study are the four environmental problems 
mentioned above: water pollution, air pollution, global warming, and extinction of plant and 
animal species. The variables are coded as dichotomous variables with respondents worrying 
about the problem “a great deal” as the reference category. With this coding, the null category 
includes the following answer categories: people worrying “a fair amount”, “only a little”, and 
“not at all”. The coding of my dependent variables does not follow the most obvious pattern to 
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split the categories in the middle. My reasoning to put “great worriers” in their own category is 
to separate committed environmentalists from the rest of the population. When people are asked 
in a survey whether they worry about a certain problem they tend to answer on the affirmative. 
For instance, 85 percent of respondents worried “a great deal” or a “fair amount” about the 
pollution of rivers, lakes and reservoirs when averaging all survey data used in this study. In 
comparison, an average of 56 percent worry about the same problem “a great deal”. The data 
confirms the notion that a majority of Americans show considerable concern about the health of 
the environment, in this case the health of our water sources even when the threshold of 
environmental commitment is a little higher. With the separation of respondents who worry “a 
great deal” about various environmental problems I hope to isolate a segment of the population 
that is also more likely to consider their environmental concerns when acting politically. They 
might be more likely to petition for the environment, to contribute to an environmental 
organization, or to consider their pro-environmental attitudes when casting a ballot. I argue that 
people’s willingness to use environmental issues as a key component of their vote choice will 
help environmental advocacy groups increase their political relevance. Therefore, it is important 
to determine people’s most pressing environmental worries and to see whether environmental 
organizations are listening.    
               
The Results        
When it comes to the environment many Americans share great worries about a host of 
problems, but as seen in Figure 2, over time their concern has seen a drastic decline. The figure 
shows that the public is particularly concerned about pollution issues followed by issues that 
focus on the natural and global environment. The environmental problems evoking the least 
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worries in the general public are acid rain and global warming. Interestingly, global warming is 
the issue most often portrayed as the biggest environmental threat of our lifetime.  
 
 
Figure 2: People who Worry “A Great Deal” about Various Environmental Problems* 
Source: Gallup Poll and Pew Research Center for the People and the Press 
______________________________  
*Graph only shows data points that are statistically significant at > .05 level of significance. 
 
Americans worry most about issues that affect the cleanliness and availability of their 
water, represented by multiple survey questions that relate to those issues. The questions ask 
about worries regarding the pollution of rivers, lakes and reservoirs, the pollution of drinking 
water, the contamination of soil and water by toxic waste, and the nation’s supply of fresh water 
for household needs. Like most issues represented in Figure 2, the water issues follow a very 
similar path over the time-span of this study. Another survey question relating to water asks 
people about their worries regarding acid rain. But, while the above mentioned water issues are 
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top concerns among the general public, acid rain resides at the very bottom of the list of great 
environmental worries.  
Acid rain is a regional environmental issue affecting mostly the Northeast of the U.S 
(Adams & Adams, 2010). It received broad media attention especially during 1980s. A 
LexisNexis search of New York Times headlines and lead paragraphs from 1970 to 2010 shows 
that the term “acid rain” was mostly mentioned during the 1980s (593 times) having more hits 
than in the 1970s, 1990s, and 2000s combined. During the 2000s, acid rain was discussed less 
than 100 times in The Times headlines or lead paragraph suggesting that the issue’s importance 
and explosiveness had diminished. I argue that, unlike the other water-related environmental 
problems, those characteristics help to explain the low worries regarding acid rain. Indeed, the 
Gallup Poll discontinued questions regarding people’s worries about acid rain in 2009 which can 
be seen as an indication that the polling institute considers the issue to have left the public 
discourse when it comes to environmental problems. 
Following the water related issues, the fifth biggest concern is air pollution which 
completes the list of pollution issues included in Gallup’s battery of questions of environmental 
problems. This shows that the general public worries first and foremost about environmental 
issues that can have an immediate effect on their personal well-being and quality of life. Four of 
the five questions ask respondents how much their worry about the pollution or contamination of 
water, air, or soil, while the fifth question inquires about concerns regarding a suitable supply of 
fresh water. While pollution issues evoke the greatest worry among the general public, they also 
show the starkest decline of all environmental concerns over the 21-year span. Concerns about 
air and water pollution, as well as concerns about soil and water contamination through toxic 
waste decreased between 25 to 27 percent. The decline does not affect the ranking of people’s 
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worries regarding environmental problems. But, in 2010 pollution issues are not as set apart from 
problems regarding the natural and global environment as they were in the late 1980s.  Later 
discussion of regression analysis will show whether the evaluation of pollution issues based on 
people’s demographic backgrounds and political self-identification changed over time to 
resemble more the demographic and political breakdown regarding the evaluation of more 
divisive environmental concerns. If so, this might indicate that all environmental issues today are 
considered to be problems of some based on class, race, or political affiliation. Such a finding 
would pose a considerable problem for the environmental movement when presenting their 
concerns of environmental degradation as a concern of all Americans and not as a special 
interest of some.    
As already mentioned, behind the pollution issues rank concerns regarding the natural 
and global environment in this list of most pressing environmental worries among the general 
public. Among those concerns, the extinction of plant and animal species is the only issue that 
can be clearly associated with the natural environment within the U.S. The issue ranks among the 
least great worries of the American public; logistic regression analysis will give further insight 
whether divisions based on demographics and political standing contribute to this relatively low 
concern. Another concern that is most likely to be perceived as a nature-related problem is the 
deforestation of the tropical rainforest. Since the issue does not affect American soil, it can be 
seen as a cross between nature-related and global environmental issues. Based on its 
international scope, it is somewhat surprising that Americans worry more about the rainforest 
that they do about the extinction of domestic plant and animal species. A reason for the result 
could be a rather high media exposure for the rain forest issue as well as strong support for the 
issue among celebrities. As a founder of the Rainforest Foundation, the singer Sting functions as 
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a high-profile ambassador for the issue, publicizing the plight of the Amazon forest and its 
indigenous people especially during the 1990s shortly after the foundation’s inauguration 
(Rainforest Fund, 2015). Also, a survey question asking people whether they worry about the 
“loss” of something in comparison to the rather technical “extinction” could trigger stronger 
concerns. Further research needs to be done to test both hypotheses. 
Environmental problems regarding the depletion of the ozone layer and global warming 
are the two issues on the list that affect environmental degradation on a global level. As seen in 
Figure 1 people worry more about the depletion of the ozone layer than they do about global 
warming; the ozone issue follows the general trend of a steady decline. The issue of a depleting 
ozone layer gained in visibility during the 1980s due to its connection to a heightened risk of 
skin cancer since so-called ozone holes in the Earth’s stratosphere lead to increased UV exposure 
(Masters, 2015). This rather direct link to a public health concern might explain why the abstract 
and complicated issue of ozone depletion caused more worries among Americans than the other 
global issue of global warming.         
Since the 2000s, global warming is arguably the most prominent environmental issue in 
U.S. politics. In this analysis, the issue sets itself apart with a distinct path in the time series 
compared to other environmental problems. The public in 1989 worried a great deal more about 
global warming than it did in 2010 which places the issue within the general trend of all 
environmental problems examined in this analysis. However, between those two end points 
people’s concerns about global warming were not on a steady decline. In contrast, worries 
increased substantially between 2004 and 2008 with 37 percent of respondents worrying a great 
deal about global warming in 2008, the second highest number after 1989. This spike in worries 
can likely be explained by a media offensive of concerned environmentalists that spilled over to 
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the general public. At the center of this campaign was former Vice President Al Gore starring in 
the 2006 Academy Award winning documentary An Inconvenient Truth. One year later Gore, 
along with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, received the Noble Peace Prize “for 
their efforts to build up and disseminate greater knowledge about man-made climate change” 
(Nobelprize.org, 2007). The heightened awareness in global warming helps to explain the rise in 
people who worry a great deal from 25 percent in 20004 to 37 percent in 2008. However, this 
steep increase in people’s worries did not put the issue at the top of the list of environmental 
concerns overall. In contrast, global warming remained at the bottom of the list and plummeted 
to 26 percent in 2010.  
In conclusion, while people’s concerns regarding environmental problems have declined 
considerably the ranking of the issues that worry them the most remains the same: Americans are 
first and foremost concerned about pollution, an issue that not only poses a threat to the 
environment as a whole but specifically to our own health and well-being. Next, I will discuss 
four environmental concerns in more detail based on the results of logistic regression analysis. 
Those issues are pollution of rivers, lakes and reservoirs, air pollution, plant and animal 
extinction, and global warming; respectively representing pollution-related, nature-related, and 
global environmental problems.  
 
Regression Results 
To examine different segments of the general public and how they evaluate the environmental 
problems that are the basis for my four dependent variables, I conducted logistic regression 
analysis. The analysis will follow the approach used in the previous chapter on the 
environmental movement. The dependent variables are coded dichotomously with people who 
49 
 
worry “a great deal” coded as one and people who worry “a fair amount” or less coded as zero. 
The independent variables are based on people’s demographics and political self-identification 
and they are again coded as dichotomous variables. As already mentioned, logistic regression is 
the preferred method of regression analysis when examining dependent variables that are 
dichotomous since they do not follow a linear pattern (Meyers, Gamst, & Guarino, 2006). I will, 
again, use J. Scott Long’s approach converting logged odds into predicted probabilities since it 
provides more intuitive and better comparable coefficients. The analysis of predicted 
probabilities enables me to examine the magnitude of each independent variable while holding 
the other predictors constant (Long, 1997). In this regression analysis, the independent variables, 
which are all binary, are set at their modes when determining the variation in the predicted 
probabilities. This yields a “model person” who is independent, ideologically moderate, has at 
least some college education, is under 65 years of age, male, and white.  
 
Air and Water Pollution               
When people are being asked about environmental problems, pollution issues are at the forefront 
of their concerns. People care about the water we use and the air we breathe. At the beginning of 
the time series presented in this study, it did not matter whether the respondents considered 
themselves to be politically conservative or liberal, whether they had a college education or not, 
or whether they were white or identified with another race or ethnicity. They worried greatly 
about pollution. During the 2000s, however, people’s political self-identification as well as their 
education, gender, and race played a role in how they evaluated air and water pollution. At the 
same time, people’s concerns about those issues decreased as the general public segmented into 
groups that worried significantly more about pollution than others. 
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 I chose logistic regression analysis to determine how the respondents’ demographics and 
their political standing influences their worries about a selection of environmental problems. In 
regard to pollution issues, my regression model performs better concerning air pollution than 
water pollution. That is, over the time span of the analysis more predictive variables prove to be 
significant when examining people’s great worries about air pollution in comparison to their 
great worries about clean water.7 Table 2 and Table 3 present the results for both air pollution 
and water pollution listing each independent variable for every analyzed year and showing 
whether it has a significant impact on people’s great worries regarding the two issues. Next, I 
will highlight some of the similarities and some of the differences for both issues. 
Table 2: Change in Predicted Probability over Time from Logit Model for Air Pollution  
(“worry a great deal”) 
Year  1989  1990  1991  1999  2001  
Independent 
Variable  
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Republican -0.347* -0.09 -0.315 -0.08 -0.082 -0.02 -0.08 -0.02 -0.912** -0.19 
Democrat 0.168 0.04 0.108 0.03 0.211 0.05 0.199 0.05 -0.019 0.00 
Male -0.354** -0.08 -0.232 -0.06 -0.215 -0.05 -0.41** -0.10 -0.447** -0.11 
High school 0.054 0.01 0.203 0.05 -0.029 -0.01 0.358** 0.09 0.245 0.06 
Age 65 plus  -0.192 -0.05 0.179 0.04 0.394 0.10 0.01 0.00 0.154 0.04 
White -0.357 -0.08 -0.406 -0.10 -0.633* -0.15 -0.73** -0.18 -0.831** -0.20 
Liberal   0.225 0.06 0.289 0.07 -0.05 -0.01 0.177 0.04 
Conservative   0.199 0.05 -0.171 -0.04 0.042 0.01 -0.052 -0.01 
Constant 1.084  0.589  0.976  0.607  0.849  
Nagelkerke R2 0.033  0.033  0.046  0.053  0.117  
Level of Significance: *p ≤ 0.05, **p ≤ 0.01 
 
 
                                                          
7 Another indicator is Nagelkerke R-Square a pseudo R-Square that is used “to determine the percentage of 
variance in the dependent variable explained by the independent variables in logistic regression” ( (Meyers, Gamst, 
& Guarino, 2006, p. 239). In this study, Nagelkerke R-Square shows that the same predictors perform better in 
explaining the variance in regard to people’s great concerns about air pollution than water pollution. In both cases, 
the pseudo R-Square is low, thus most for the variance is not explained by the independent variables. This can be 
seen as an indicator that worries about pollution are widespread among all segments of the American public.       
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Table 2: Change in Predicted Probability over Time from Logit Model for Air Pollution  
(“worry a great deal”) (con’t) 
Year  2002  2004  2006  2008  2010  
Independent 
Variable  
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Republican -
0.633** 
-0.12 -0.941** -0.18 -0.629** -0.13 -0.45* -0.09 -0.165 -0.03 
Democrat 0.2 0.04 -0.172 -0.04 0.208 0.05 0.271 0.06 0.454** 0.10 
Male -0.304* -0.07 -0.303* -0.07 -0.276* -0.07 -0.38** -0.09 -0.403** -0.09 
High school 0.656** 0.15 0.239 0.06 0.656** 0.16 0.558** 0.13 0.324* 0.07 
Age 65 plus  0.162 0.04 0.177 0.04 -0.101 -0.02 0.403* 0.09 -0.332* -0.06 
White -
1.163** 
-0.28 -0.766** -0.19 -0.745** -0.18 -1.04** -0.25 -1.21** -0.29 
Liberal 0.472* 0.11 0.673** 0.16 0.363 0.09 0.186 0.04 0.336 0.07 
Conservative 0.079 0.02 -0.385* -0.08 -0.504** -0.11 -0.35* -0.07 -0.41* -0.07 
Constant 0.679  0.513  0.458  0.685  0.657  
Nagelkerke R2 0.154  0.16  0.145  0.134  0.145  
Level of Significance: *p ≤ 0.05, **p ≤ 0.01 
 
Table 3: Change in Predicted Probability over Time from Logit Model for Water Pollution  
(“worry a great deal”) 
Year  1989  1990  1991  1999  2001  
Independent 
Variable  
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Republican -0.457** -0.10 -0.278 0.28 -0.362 0.36 -0.237 0.24 -0.709** -0.17 
Democrat 0.007 -0.01 -0.157 0.16 -0.182 0.18 -0.008 0.01 -0.045 -0.01 
Male -0.164 0.16 -0.11 0.11 0.018 -0.02 -0.004 0.00 -0.262* -0.06 
High school 0.114 -0.11 0.186 -0.19 0.304* 0.07 0.452** 0.10 0.237 0.06 
Age 65 plus  -0.097 0.10 0.24 -0.24 0.167 -0.17 -0.06 0.06 0.226 0.06 
White -0.208 -0.21 0.178 -0.18 0.295 -0.30 -0.208 0.21 -0.549** -0.13 
Liberal   0.138 -0.14 0.559 -0.56 -0.004 0.00 0.174 0.04 
Conservative   0.086 -0.09 0.113 -0.11 -0.217 0.22 -0.103 -0.03 
Constant 0.989  0.5  0.21  0.554  0.947  
Nagelkerke R2 0.018  0.011  0.032  0.029  0.072  
Level of Significance: *p ≤ 0.05, **p ≤ 0.01 
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Table 3: Change in Predicted Probability over Time from Logit Model for Water Pollution  
(“worry a great deal”) (con’t) 
Year  2002  2004  2006  2008  2010  
Independent 
Variable  
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Coef. 
 
Change 
in prob. 
Republican -0.619** -0.14 -1.048** -0.25 -0.514** -0.12 -0.599** -0.14 -0.378* -0.09 
Democrat 0.06 0.01 -0.052 -0.01 0.155 0.04 0.113 0.03 0.372* 0.09 
Male -0.206 -0.05 0.178 0.04 -0.1 -0.02 0.009 0.00 -0.182 -0.05 
High school 0.45** 0.11 0.624** 0.15 0.434** 0.11 0.355** 0.09 0.446** 0.11 
Age 65 plus  0.211 0.05 -0.127 -0.03 0.175 0.04 0.37* 0.09 0.047 0.01 
White -0.755** -0.19 -0.082 -0.02 -0.565* -0.14 -0.62** -0.15 -0.687** -0.17 
Liberal 0.347 0.09 0.349 0.09 0.247 0.06 0.048 0.01 0.207 0.05 
Conservative 0.122 0.03 -0.212 -0.05 -0.371* -0.09 -0.114 -0.03 -0.241 -0.06 
Constant 0.679  0.001  0.56  0.585  0.657  
Nagelkerke R2 0.091  0.132  0.089  0.091  0.088  
Level of Significance: *p ≤ 0.05, **p ≤ 0.01 
  
Starting in 2001, Republicans tend to consistently worry less about air pollution and water 
pollution than the rest of the general public. As seen in Table 2, the predicted probability for 
Republicans to worry a great deal about air pollution decreases by 0.19 in 2001 in comparison to 
independents and Democrats (who, statistically, are not significantly different form 
independents) when all other variables are held at their modes. For water pollution, the change in 
predicted probability is -0.17 when comparing great worries among Republicans to the rest of the 
population for the same year (Table 3). In the years thereafter, Republicans continue to worry 
significantly less about both pollution issues than the rest of the population; interestingly, the 
magnitude of the difference shifts up and down and does not discern a particular trend. This 
finding runs against my expectations. With increasing partisanship in recent years I would have 
assumed a widening gap in how people with different party affiliations express their worries 
about this and other environmental problems. Instead, Republicans do not become less worried 
over time and Democrats and independents are hardly ever significantly different regarding their 
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worries about air and water pollution8 (see Figure 3 and Figure 4). Party identification was not a 
significant factor in how people evaluate their concerns about pollution issues before the 2000s 
(the only exception is the year 1989) and Republicans have only been consistently less worried 
during the last 10 years of the analysis. In that respect, partisanship gained in magnitude but the 
effect is not as pronounced as it could be. 
  
 
Figure 3: People who worry “A Great Deal” about Air Pollution* 
Source: Gallup Poll and Pew Research Center for the People and the Press 
______________________________  
*Graphs only show data points that are statistically significant at > .05 level of significance. 
 
                                                          
8 The only exception is the year 2010, in which the predicted probability to worry a great deal about both issues 
increases for Democrats in comparison to independents and Republicans holding the other variables at their 
modes. 
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Figure 4: People who worry “A Great Deal” about Water Pollution 
Source: Gallup Poll and Pew Research Center for the People and the Press 
______________________________  
*Graphs only show data points that are statistically significant at > .05 level of significance. 
 
 
Concerning air pollution, the impact of political ideology on people’s worries mirrors the 
impact of the party identification variable. People’s political ideology started to affect their 
evaluation of the pollution issue in 2002 showing that worries concerning air pollution only 
politicized during the last decade of the analysis. As presented in Table 2 and Figure 3, the 
independent variables move in the expected direction; while liberals tend to worry significantly 
more about air pollution in 2002, 2004, and 2006, conservatives tend to worry significantly less 
in 2004 to 2010. A look at the change in predicted probability indicates that there is no trend of a 
widening ideological gap when it comes to worries about air pollution. The biggest gap can be 
observed in 2004 and 2006 in which both political ideology predictors are significant. As already 
mentioned, concerns about the environment gained in prominence during this time based on Al 
Gore’s push for heightened awareness regarding global warming. This could have a spill-over 
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effect to other environmental issues explaining the strongest ideological difference regarding air 
pollution during this time. During the last two years of the analysis, 2008 and 2010, respondents 
who describe themselves as liberal are not significantly different in their worries about air 
pollution than respondents who describe themselves as moderate. Also, while the predicted 
probability to worry about air pollution is significantly lower for self-described conservatives 
than the rest of the general public, the magnitude of the variable diminishes in comparison to 
previous years. As a result, the problem of air pollution does not gain in ideological divisiveness 
within the last decade. 
For water pollution, the same set of predictive variables are almost never significant; 
thus, people’s political ideology does not affect their level of worry when it comes to the 
pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs.9 
  In conclusion, some of the independent variables measuring people’s political standing 
start to have a consistent impact on people’s worries about air and water pollution during the 
2000s. For both pollution issues, Republicans are less inclined to express great worry starting in 
2001 but their inclination to worry less does not increase during the nine following years. In 
regard to political ideology, people only differ when it comes to worries about air pollution 
making the issue more politically divisive among the general public than water pollution. Again, 
the politicization of air pollution increased in the 2000s but the issue does not have a discernible 
trend within the decade. 
Independent variables regarding people’s political standing are not the only significant 
predictors when it comes to worries about pollution issues. Demographics regarding race, 
                                                          
9 The only exception is that conservatives tend to worry less about water pollution than moderates and liberals in 
2006 with all other predictive variables held at their modes (Table 3).    
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gender, and education also affect the evaluation of pollution; indeed, the magnitude of some of 
those predictors surpasses the magnitude of the political variables. The strongest independent 
variable regarding air pollution is race. Starting in 1991, non-whites worry significantly more 
about air pollution than whites in every following year of this analysis. Figure 3 shows that the 
magnitude of the effect increases over time; that is, the predicted probability of non-whites to 
worry a great deal about air pollution is the highest in the late 2000s. For instance, in 2010 the 
predicted probability for whites to worry a great deal about air pollution decreases by 0.29 in 
comparison to non-whites keeping all other variables at their modes. None of the other four 
predictive variables that are significant this year show as a strong an effect as the race variable. 
On the one hand, this is a surprising finding since the stereotypical American environmentalist is 
not a person of color but rather white, well-educated, and solidly middle class (Navaro, 2009). 
On the other hand, the finding makes perfect sense since the problem of air pollution is often 
associated with city environments, and non-white Americans mostly live in urban areas. Thus, 
they experience first-hand potential disadvantages connected to bad air and it is then not 
surprising that they worry about it. In regard to water pollution, non-whites also tend to worry 
more than whites, but the effect is not as strong as for air pollution. The results are supported by 
statewide surveys conducted by the Public Policy Institute of California in which blacks and 
Latinos are more likely to be dissatisfied with the air quality in their region and consider it to be 
a health threat (Baldassare, Bonner, Paluch, & Petek, 2008; Baldassare, Bonner, Petek, & Nicole, 
2010).  
Regarding worries about water pollution, people only started to differ based on race in 
2001 and there is no trend that non-whites become more concerned about water pollution than 
whites over time (see Figure 4). The issue of water pollution might not be as strongly associated 
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with the type of area one lives in (as in urban, suburban, or rural) which might explain the 
slightly weaker association than with air pollution. Still,  
Table 3 shows that in five out six years in the 2000s non-whites are significantly more 
worried about water pollution than whites and four out of five times race is the strongest 
predictor based on change in predicted probabilities. 
Another independent variable that helps to explain variance in how people evaluate air 
pollution is gender. In all but two years of the study, men are predicted to worry less about air 
pollution than women holding all other variables at their modes (Table 2). This fits with other 
studies which show that women tend to be more environmentally concerned then men (Guber, 
2003). But, while gender is a consistently significant predictor over time, the change in predicted 
probability also indicates that it is not a strong one (Figure 3). Considering water pollution, 
gender is statistically significant only in 2001 when the predicted probability for men to worry a 
great deal about water pollution decreases by just 0.06 holding all other variables at their modes 
(Table 3). Thus, men and women are for the most part equally concerned about water pollution, 
providing further indication that worries about clean water are somewhat more consensual 
among the general public than worries about clean air.  
The last independent variable that has a significant and consistent effect on people’s 
worries regarding air pollution and water pollution is people’s level of education. Here, 
Americans with a high school education or less are more worried about both pollution issues 
than Americans with at least some college education (Table 2 and Table 3). Echoing the results 
regarding race, the finding is surprising since the membership of America’s mainstream 
environmental movement tends to be college-educated. Yet, those with a college education are 
not the ones more likely to be greatly worried about the problem of pollution, all else equal. 
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Again, I can only speculate that the education variable is a proxy for socio-economic status 
(SES) and that people with a lower education and SES feel more immediately threatened by the 
issues with no easy way out (e.g. though a move to a better neighborhood). Further research 
needs to be done to test the hypothesis.    
In conclusion, air and water pollution moved from being non-partisan issues that had all 
segments of the American public greatly worried to more divisive issues in the 2000s. For both 
issues, Republicans started to worry significantly less than the rest of the population in the first 
decade of the 21st century. Regarding air pollution, Republicans are joined by conservatives in 
their diminished worries in 2004 onwards and liberals tend to worry more about air pollution in 
four out of six analyzed years in the 2000s. Hence, air pollution can be considered to be a 
politically more divisive issue than water pollution. Furthermore, demographics have an even 
stronger effect than political variables on how people worry about the problem of pollution. In 
contrast to the stereotypical American environmentalist, it is the non-white segment of the 
population and people with a high school education or less that worry most about pollution. I 
argue that both variables can be treated as a proxy for socio-economic status. People with a 
lower SES might worry more about pollution since they tend to be more personally affected 
based on their living situation, especially by bad air. Mainstream national environmental 
organizations such as the four advocacy groups examined in this study face difficulties in 
cultivating a diverse membership that goes beyond a white, well-educated middle class. As a 
result, their members do not represent the people who worry the most about the problem of air 
and water pollution based on this study. It will be interesting to see whether and how these 
groups cover pollution issues in their annual reports and whether they try to appeal to the people 
that are most affected by the problem.  
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Global Warming 
The issue of global warming, often in connection with energy issues, has been a political hot-
button issue of at least the last ten years. Politicians as well as the media regularly evoke climate 
change when they discuss current topics or projects concerning the environment. A recent 
example would be the Keystone XL pipeline (Hansen, 2012). However, it is important to 
remember that worries about global warming rank among the lowest of the American public. 
Figure 1 shows that a host of pollution issues as well as other global issues such as the loss of 
tropical rainforest and ozone depletion have the general public worry considerably more than a 
warming climate. The logistic regression results will give further insight into who worries a great 
deal about the problem and who doesn’t. 
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Pew survey results show that Americans 
differ greatly in how they evaluate global warming based on party identification (Pew Report, 
2010; Pew Report, 2012). This finding is supported by the results of this study in which both 
political variables, party identification and political ideology, prove to be the only consistent 
predictors of people’s worries about global warming. In the 21 years spanning the analysis, the 
political variables are mostly significant during the last decade of the study indicating that the 
problem of global warming increased in political polarization during the 2000s. Here, the results 
for global warming mirror the results regarding air and water pollution. 
Figure 5 shows that Democrats have a higher predicted probability to greatly worry about 
global warming than do independents and Republicans at the very beginning (1989 and 1990) 
and at the very end (2008 and 2010) of the time series. For the first twelve years of the analysis, 
Republicans and independents do not significantly differ in their evaluation of global warming. 
In 2001, Republicans start to be significantly different for the remainder of the time series. As 
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expected, their predicted probability to worry a great deal is lower than the predicted probability 
for independents and Democrats. The magnitude of the effect does not increase steadily over 
time though. The strongest effect in regard to Republicans happens in 2001 and 2006, in which 
the predicted probability of Republicans to worry greatly about the problem of global warming 
decreases by -0.17 in comparison to independents and Democrats, holding all other variables at 
their modes. This effect lessens during the last two years of the analysis in which their predicted 
probability to worry a great deal decreases by -0.08 in 2008 and by -0.10 in 2010. But, in 2008 
and 2010 both dichotomous party variables are statistically significant. Thus, Republicans worry 
less about global warming than independents while Democrats worry more about global 
warming than independents. As a result, the gap in how people view the potential threat of global 
warming widens between Democrats and Republicans at the end of the 2000s.   
 
Figure 5: People who worry “A Great Deal” about Global Warming* 
Source: Gallup Poll and Pew Research Center for the People and the Press 
______________________________  
*Graph only shows data points that are statistically significant at > .05 level of significance. 
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Party identification is not the only significant political predictor regarding global 
warming; people also evaluate the issue differently based on their self-described political 
ideology. Starting in 2004, conservatives, moderates, and liberals are all distinct in their view of 
global warming. Their views point in the expected direction with conservatives having a lower 
predicted probability than moderates to worry greatly about global warming and liberals having a 
higher predicted probability than moderates to worry greatly about global warming holding all 
other variables at their modes. There is no clear trend within those six years that indicates a 
widening gap based on political ideology. But, the fact that all four political variables are 
significant during the last two years of the analysis underscores today’s importance of one’s 
political standing when evaluating global warming.         
The logistic regression results regarding air pollution and water pollution revealed that 
demographics are equally and sometimes even more important in explaining the variance in 
people’s level of worry. This is not the case for the problem of global warming, where the 
political variables are the dominant predictors. The only demographic variable that proves to be 
statistically significant on a somewhat regular basis during the 21-year span is race. In the ten 
data sets analyzed for this study the predicted probability for whites to worry a great deal about 
global warming is significantly lower than for non-whites in 1991, 1999, 2004, and 2008.10 The 
magnitude of the variable’s effect is the strongest in its latest year; indeed, in 2008 race had a 
higher impact than any of the other political variables. For air pollution, I argued that greater 
concerns among non-whites can be explained due to their more immediate threat by the problem. 
This argument is not as straightforward for the issue of global warming. Climate change is a 
                                                          
10 Age and education are two other demographic variables that are statistically significant in the time series. Each 
variable is significant only 2 out of 10 times; therefore, they have not been included in the more detailed 
discussion of the logistic regression results.    
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worldwide phenomenon, but it is likely that its negative effects on humans will not be uniform 
across all geographical areas (The Lancet Commissions, 2015). For instance, those living in 
coastal areas would be more susceptible to threats of rising sea levels. To the extent that the 
urban poor may be threatened by heat waves more than those living outside of crowded cities, 
there could be a differential impact based on race. However, while elites may argue that the poor 
or other disadvantaged groups are most threatened by global warming, it is not clear that these 
kinds of differential effects have as of yet become evident to the American public. So, prior to 
conducting this analysis I would not have expected non-whites to be more concerned than whites 
regarding global warming since they are not the expected representative of an American 
environmentalist. The finding shows, however, that the stereotypical member of the Sierra Club 
is not necessarily an accurate representation of Americans that are most concerned about the 
environment. Instead, it is people of color who worry a great deal about a host of environmental 
issues and not just the problems that touch them or their families directly. 
In conclusion, people worry less about global warming than they do regarding other 
environmental problems. Their level of worry is strongly impacted by their political beliefs 
especially during the last six years of the analysis. In 2008 and 2010, the predicted probability 
for Democrats and liberals to worry greatly about global warming was significantly higher than 
for independents and moderates. Simultaneously, the predicted probability for Republicans and 
conservatives to worry a great deal decreased significantly. This leads to the biggest gap in how 
respondents evaluate the severity of the issue based on partisanship and ideology showing that 
one’s political beliefs are more important than ever in how people see global warming. People’s 
political self-identification is the most important factor in shaping their views on global 
warming; but, the race variable has been significant sporadically throughout the time series as 
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well. Surprisingly, non-whites are more worried about global warming than whites, all else 
equal. Based on this finding, I note that non-whites are generally more concerned about the 
quality of the environment than whites, and not just regarding environmental problems that affect 
their life directly. This should be an important fact for national environmental organizations that 
often lack in diversity.  
  
Extinction of Plant and Animal Species 
The last logistic regression analysis discussed in this chapter covers people’s worries about the 
extinction of plant and animal species. Unfortunately, the Gallup Poll only included the problem 
in its battery of questions in 2000 and has used it ever since.11 The rather short time series does 
not provide as much information about long term effects as it does for the other environmental 
problems. But, the wildlife and wilderness issue is an important topic for many environmental 
organizations; and, the inclusion of the extinction question gives me the best option to connect 
people’s worries about a nature-related issue with the advocacy groups’ coverage of the wildlife 
and wilderness issue for the final comparison of this study.12  
In relation to other environmental problems included in the surveys, people’s worries 
about the extinction of plant and animal species rank at the bottom of the list. Of the four issues I 
chose for further discussion, the extinction issue had the least people worried in 2006 and 2008. 
In 2002, 2004, 2010 the problem was second to last only to the issue of global warming. This is 
                                                          
11 I have no access to the 2001 data set of the Gallup Poll and, instead, I analyze data gathered by the Pew 
Research Center which does not include a question about the extinction of plant and animal species.  
12 The Gallup Poll also included a question asking about people’s worries about natural habitat loss for wildlife in its 
surveys. While the question could be considered a better fit in grasping people’s opinion about wildlife and 
wilderness, it was dropped from the survey after 2001. Therefore, I decided against the inclusion of the question in 
my analysis.   
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consistent with my theoretical expectation that environmental problems that do not affect 
people’s lives directly, but have a high impact on nature, are not of high concern.  
The results of the logistic regression analysis spanning from 2002 to 2010 show that 
people’s political standing is again an important factor in how people evaluate the problem of the 
extinction of plant and animal species (Figure 6). In all years but 2006, the predicted probability 
to worry greatly about extinction is significantly lower for Republicans than it is for 
independents, holding all other variables at their modes. In contrast, most of the time Democrats 
and independents are statistically indistinguishable in their level of worry. Only in 2008 does the 
predicted probability to worry a great deal increase significantly for Democrats in comparison to 
moderates. This is the only year in the analysis in which Democrats, independents, and 
Republicans significantly differ from each other statistically resulting in the biggest gap based on 
partisanship in how people evaluate their concerns about extinction.  
 
Figure 6: People who worry “A Great Deal” about the Extinction of Plant and Animal Species* 
Source: Gallup Poll and Pew Research Center for the People and the Press 
______________________________  
*Graph only shows data points that are statistically significant at > .05 level of significance. 
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In regard to political ideology, Figure 6 shows that the dichotomous predictor for liberals 
is statistically significant three out of five times. In all cases, the predicted probability to worry 
increases for liberals in comparison to moderates, holding all other variables at their modes. For 
a change in political ideology from conservative to moderates, the predicted probability to worry 
a great deal about extinction changes by -0.10 in 2010. This is the only year in which the 
dichotomous variables for conservatives and for liberals are statistically significant predictors. 
While the predicted probability for conservatives to worry greatly decreases by -0.10 in 
comparison to the reference category of moderates, the predicted probability for liberals to worry 
greatly increases by 0.9 in comparison to the same reference. As a result, people’s concerns 
regarding the extinction of plant and animal species show the biggest discrepancies based on 
partisanship and political ideology toward the end of the 2000s. This follows the trend of the 
already discussed environmental issues showing an increased gap in people’s worries about the 
problems based on their political standing in the late 2000s.  
In regard to demographic variables, race and education are the two predictors that are 
consistently statistically significant. In four out of five years, the predicted probability for whites 
to worry a great deal decreases in comparison to non-whites (Figure 6). This makes race a rather 
strong predictor of people’s worries regarding extinction; only Republicans have been equally 
consistent in their view of lesser worries. Likewise, people with a high school education or less 
have a higher predicted probability to be worried about the endangerment of species than their 
better educated counterparts in three out of five years of the analysis (Figure 6). This trend 
mirrors my findings regarding other environmental problems. Again, it shows that non-white 
Americans and high school educated Americans are particularly concerned about the 
environment in general, and not only about environmental issues that pose a problem to their 
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everyday lives. Furthermore, they do not belong to the core constituency of America’s 
mainstream environmental organizations, which weakens the groups in their political fight for a 
better protected environment. 
 
Conclusion 
At the beginning of this chapter, Figure 2 shows that overall environmental problems raise 
considerably less concern among the general public today than they did 26 years ago. The 
logistic regression analysis discussed in the past pages helps to explain why this is the case. In 
the analysis I focused on four environmental issues representing problems that trigger rather 
broad concerns among Americans, such as pollution issues, to problems that are considered less 
severe by a substantial portion of the general public, such as global warming. In between rank 
issues that, for many, are predominately connected to the natural environment which have been 
traditionally the bread and butter issues for many established environmental organizations. 
Figure 2 shows that nature-centered issues are not among the most pressing environmental 
concerns for Americans and the following frame analysis of the groups’ annual reports will 
investigate whether national environmental organizations take notice and change their focus and 
message accordingly.  
 As already mentioned, people’s worries for all environmental problems decreased over 
time; likewise, all logistic regression results show an increasing number of independent variables 
being statistically significant during the last decade of the analysis. I argue that there is a 
connection between the two trends. At the beginning of the time series the logistic regression 
models performed very poorly; that is, the demographic and political predictors did not help to 
explain the variance of the dependent variables, the four environmental problems respectively. 
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My reasoning for the poor statistical performance is a strong worry for those problems that is not 
affected by people’s age, race, education, or their political beliefs. During the 1990s many 
Americans worried a great deal about the listed problems; and, most of the time Democrats, 
independents and Republicans, whites and non-whites did not significantly differ in their 
assessment. This changed in the following years in which the political predictors in particular 
showed a widening gap in how people with different partisanship and political ideology view 
environmental problems. And, a result is the decreasing concern for those problems.  
People’s great worries regarding all four environmental problems are consistently 
impacted by the people’s political views starting in the 2000s. This is true for the politically 
polarizing issue of global warming as well as the potentially more unifying problem of pollution. 
To me, the political polarization of all issues was an unexpected finding; it solidifies the notion 
that the environment is not a bipartisan issue and that concerns about environmental problems 
are deeply impacted by a person’s political outlook.  
Variables depicting people’s political self-identification were not the only predictors that 
were statistically significant. Among the demographic variables chosen for the logistic 
regression, especially race impacted people’s worries of all four environmental problems. In all 
four cases, the predicted probability to worry a great deal about the problem was lower for 
whites than for non-whites. Another notable demographic variable was education. The predicted 
probability to worry greatly increased for people with a high school education or less for the 
issues of air and water pollution. These were surprising findings since the stereotypical American 
environmentalist is not a person of color who never went to college. In regard to the race 
variable, it also shows that non-whites worry about a host of environmental issues, and not only 
about problems that potentially hurt them personally, such as pollution, but also problems that 
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are more closely connected to the natural environment, such as the extinction issue. Many 
mainstream environmental organizations have not overcome the difficulty to attract a more 
diverse membership. Yet, the findings of the logistic regression analysis show that non-whites 
and people with a high school education or less are particularly concerned about the environment 
and that the inclusion of this constituency can be a successful path to rebuild a strong 
environmental movement with more political clout.  
Next, I will examine the annual reports of four environmental advocacy groups that fill 
different roles within America’s mainstream environmental movement. Based on a framing 
analysis, I will show which issues are mostly pushed by the groups and how they present them. 
The findings will be compared to the results of this chapter to examine whether the organizations 
are in sync with the American public or not. 
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Chapter 3: Frame Analysis of the Environmental Organizations’ Annual 
Reports 
 
This research project applies a frame analysis of annual reports examining environmental issues 
of four environmental advocacy groups. These organizations are the Sierra Club, the Wilderness 
Society, the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), and Friends of the Earth. The goal of 
the frame analysis is to determine the issues and, more importantly, issue-frames applied by the 
four organizations when discussing environmental problems. I hypothesize that national 
environmental organizations are incongruent with public opinion because they argue in behalf of 
the natural environment and not in behalf of humans. That is, major environmental advocacy 
groups step up to protect endangered species and wild lands, but they are less vocal when it 
comes to environmental degradation that predominately affects people’s wellbeing at their home 
or workplace. A frame analysis approach enables me to test this hypothesis in a nuanced manner. 
First, it systematically captures the issues covered by the environmental groups; do the 
organizations predominately address issues such as the protection of gray wolf in the Greater 
Yellowstone Ecosystem, or the Alaskan wilderness; or do they focus on issues such as air and 
water pollution? Second, a frame analysis examines the presentation of an environmental issue in 
further detail. As an example, the pollution issue of agricultural runoffs can be presented as a 
hazard to affected wildlife or as a public safety issue. Based on the frame analysis, I can 
determine whether national environmental organizations present environmental issues such as 
water pollution in a nature-centered or human-centered frame. 
I plan to examine annual reports of the four chosen environmental organizations spanning 
from 1980 to 2010. The annual reports serve as a good source for this analysis since they cover 
the groups’ campaigns and projects that have been pursued over the years. Based on those 
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programs, it is possible to extract the groups’ main environmental issues. Another advantage of 
the annual reports is their consistency and volume. For the chosen time span, each environmental 
organization or its affiliated foundation13 published annual reports containing no more than 20 
pages of articles. As a result, I will be able to include four organizations in this analysis and to 
develop a 30 year trend of their major environmental issues.          
 
Literature Review 
The concept of framing is an integral part of the social sciences and the humanities, and has been 
applied to describe and analyze a wide assortment of social phenomena. Among others, frames 
and its kindred processes have been used to explain the cognitive organization of individual 
experiences (Goffman, 1974), the development and application of strategies within social 
movement organizations (Benford & Snow, 2000; Pellow, 1999), or the effect of news texts on 
audiences and public opinion (Entman, 2004; Kuypers, 2006). The diverse application of the 
framing concept produced a range of definitions describing different aspects of frames and 
framing. Early definitions refine the concept in rather broad terms using the metaphor of a 
picture frame. Cognitive frames, like a picture frame, provide limits that help individuals to 
organize their social world. Accordingly, Goffman (1974) considers frames as classification 
devices that allow users to “locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly infinite number of 
concrete occurrences defined in its limits” (p. 21). Stephen Reese applies an equally broad 
definition to the concept of framing. To him, frames are “organizing principles that are socially 
shared and persistent over time, that work symbolically to meaningfully structure the social 
world” (2001, p. 11). Reese adds the component of time to the definition, attributing frames a 
                                                          
13 In regard to the Sierra Club and Friends of the Earth, the analysis is based on annual reports issued by the 
organizations and by its respective foundations.  The issue will be discussed below in further detail.  
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status of persistency. He also emphasizes the social aspect of a frame considering frames as 
organizing principles that are socially shared. The ability of a frame to affect large audiences is 
of particular interest in the field of communication studies. Students of the mass media see 
frames as a means of communication. Robert Entman (1993) notes that “to frame is to select 
some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such 
a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 
and/or treatment recommendation for the item described” (p. 52). The focus is on the text that 
carries the frame and on the potential effect the frames can have on its receiver. In cognitive 
psychology, the focus lies on the actual process of manipulation−what is going on in an 
individual’s brain once she is exposed to the frame? As a result, cognitive psychologists consider 
frames not to be a means of communication, but a device that guides people’s thought-processes. 
Scholars “use the term ‘decision frame’ to refer to the decision-maker’s conception of the acts, 
outcomes, and contingencies associated with a particular choice” (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981, 
p. 453). Yet, in another definition “frames are action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that 
inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization.” (Benford 
& Snow, 2000, p. 614). Here, frames function as strategic mobilization devices with the goal to 
rally activists and supporters around a certain issue while demobilizing its opponents (Snow & 
Benofrd, 1988).   
The above-given examples cover only a small selection of frame and framing definitions, 
but they already illustrate the diverse application of the framing concept in social science studies. 
To complicate matters further, the terms frame, framing, and framework are standard vocabulary 
in news media and political speech giving the concept yet another meaning. Some scholars 
criticize the varied uses of the framing concept as haphazard and consider it a “fractured 
72 
 
paradigm” (Entman, 1993). But others view the lack of a coherent theory to be a virtue since it 
allows a single concept to explain a broad spectrum of social phenomena (Druckman, 2010).   
In the following pages, I will introduce various approaches of frame analysis that are 
used in different fields of the social sciences in further detail. The review will focus on the 
approaches’ similarities rather than their differences with the hope to highlight coherencies of the 
framing concept. This dissertation will be based on a frame analysis approach presented by 
Robert Entman (2004). A scholar in communication, Entman measures the media’s impact on 
public opinion based on a comparison of national survey data with news frames presented in the 
media. Here, framing analysis is applied as a method based on the theory that messages of the 
political elite, such as the president, interest groups, or the media, influence public opinion and 
eventually people’s behavior. This capability of the political elite to affect people’s opinions and 
political actions contributes to the elite’s power in society. My research will expand Entman’s 
approach to frames that are introduced in texts of environmental advocacy organizations. The 
results of the frame analysis will then be compared to national survey data. As a result, the study 
constitutes another extension of the framing concept to the research of interest groups and their 
potential impact on public opinion. 
The idea of frames was first introduced to the social sciences by Erving Goffman (1974) 
in his seminal work Frame Analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Goffman 
considers frames to be cognitive tools that help individuals understand situations and activities in 
their social world. His analysis applies the concept of frames to a great variety of social settings. 
For instance, frames help to classify theatrical performances as such; they are used to interpret 
images such as advertising photographs, or to comprehend the meaning of talk in face-to-face 
situations (Smith, 2006). According to Goffman, frames are closely connected to the individual 
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since each individual applies frames as subjective principles used to organize her experiences 
(Trevino, 2003). When examining frames, Goffman’s work encourages researchers to consider 
the social context of a situation, and not to focus on the text exclusively. This approach can be 
seen as a critique of linguistic analysis as well as conversation analysis since both traditions 
emphasize the text or the discourse, while “neglecting the larger setting in which it occurs.” 
(Scheff, 2006, p. 78). Goffman failed to offer a structured methodology regarding the analysis of 
frames. Nevertheless, his introduction of this innovative concept generated numerous research 
designs in various fields of the social sciences examining and testing the effects of frames in a 
range of social settings. 
In cognitive psychology the concept of framing has been used to better understand the 
process of decision-making. In an often quoted experiment regarding framing effects, 
respondents are faced with the hypothetical scenario of a deadly disease and offered alternative 
programs addressed to mitigate the disease’s disastrous outcome (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). 
In two problem settings, the programs propose identical options based on outcome. However, in 
the first setting the alternative programs are presented in a “lives saved” frame while the second 
setting adopts a “lives lost” frame. According to Tversky and Kahneman, respondents’ 
preferences indicate a pattern of risk adversity in the prospect of gains, that is, “lives saved”, and 
a tendency to risk-taking in the prospect of losses. The experiment bears an impressive 
illustration of how different frames affect peoples’ decision-making. The broader notion of this 
and similar experiments (Rabin, 1998; Quattrone & Tversky, 1988) suggests that framing effects 
reveal the incompetence of respondents in their decision-making process. In contrast to the 
theory of rational choice, respondents reach their decisions (political or otherwise) in an illogical 
and arbitrary fashion. James Druckman (2001) disagrees with this negative evaluation noting that 
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the research design leads to arbitrary decision-making since the two frames differ in nothing but 
their wording. He also questions the external validity of the experiment arguing that real life 
decision-making, especially in the realm of politics, is formed in a social context and is 
overwhelmingly based on qualitative differences. In his own study, Druckman demonstrates that 
framing effects can be limited considerably by adding meaningful cues to the presented frames. 
Here, connecting the frames with the cue of political party prompts respondents to make their 
choice based on party identification and not based on semantics. It shows that citizens are 
competent to sync decision-making with their preference when the frame is presented in a social 
setting.   
Druckman’s example does not suggest that framing effects never occur. Indeed, various 
studies illustrate that respondents evaluate the same issue differently when certain issue aspects 
are either highlighted or omitted. In regard to affirmative action (Kinder & Sanders, 1996), gun 
control (Callaghan & Schnell, 2009), welfare (Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 1991), or the war in 
Iraq (Entman, 2004) research shows that peoples’ opinions can be altered by different frames. In 
another experiment, Nelson and colleagues (1997) measure tolerance for the Ku Klux Klan 
revealing shifting support for a KKK rally when the issue is presented in a free speech frame 
compared to a frame highlighting public safety. Here, the different evaluations of the issue are 
not just based on semantics; it is the emphasis of civil liberties that influences people to be more 
tolerant of a group that is widely considered to be hostile and dangerous. While these studies 
demonstrate the existence of framing effects, they also carry the notion that framing effects 
reveal the volatility of people’s opinions showing that an incompetent citizenry can easily fall 
prey to the manipulation of political elites. Again, Druckman and others dismiss this view 
suggesting that various factors such as competing frames, source credibility, or personal 
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experiences limit the effects of frames presented by political and media elites (Druckman, 2001; 
Gamson, 1992a; Callaghan & Schnell, 2009; Chong & Druckman, 2007).   
The debate of competent or incompetent citizens in regard to peoples’ political opinions 
and decision-making is central to democracy theory in the field of American Politics. After over 
60 years of research, the debate is far from being settled. Studies show that political elites such 
as the president, interest groups, or the media do have a substantial impact on the political 
discourse and subsequently on people’s opinion and decisions (Entman, 2004; Graber, 1988; 
Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Schattschneider, 1960). Further, survey research reveals considerable 
knowledge gaps among the public when it comes to politics (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). As a 
consequence, scholars voice concerns regarding the health of our democratic system based on a 
citizenry that is ill-informed and ill-equipped to hold meaningful political opinions and perform 
sound political decisions. But, research also shows that people use cues and heuristics in their 
opinion-forming and decision-making processes which enable them to act as competent citizens 
even if they are not comprehensively informed (Lodge, McGraw, & Stroh, 1989; Iyengar, 1987). 
Studies based on focus groups and in-depth interviews indicate that citizens’ knowledge about 
current and past political issues and events might not be as bleak as the pessimists might think 
(Gamson, 1992a; Graber, 1988). For instance, Gamson’s (1992a) analysis of political talk 
records many informed and coherent discussions among working people regarding a wide range 
of political issues. He also points to the history of social movements which proofs that people, 
against all odds, can be committed and engaged in various forms of collective action. 
The analysis of people’s powers and limits in a democracy is a cornerstone in the study of 
social movements. Students of grassroots organizations focus on people’s ability to organize and 
mobilize others around a common issue with the goal to change the political status quo (Tarrow, 
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1998; Pellow, 1999; Gamson, 1992b). The concept of framing is a recurring theory used in the 
research of social movement organizations. These studies highlight yet another facet of the 
framing concept, namely the formation of collective action frames. Similar to frames discussed 
in the above-mentioned literature, collective action frames start as cognitive devices that help 
individuals to organize their experiences and guide their actions. Beyond this base function, 
however, “collective action frames are action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire 
and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization” (Benford & 
Snow, 2000, p. 614). The component of a collective action frame that functions as a motivation 
device sets it apart from frames of communication and frames of thought. But, collective action 
frames also function as diagnostic devices that help to identify and attribute problems, and as 
prognostic devices concerned with the definition of solutions (Benford & Snow, 2000). Here, 
collective action frames share similarities with frames that are used to analyze decision-making 
processes or framing effects regarding people’s opinions. The various disciplines are also in 
agreement to consider frames as a concept that is embedded in culture. For social movement 
organizations this means to frame novel ideas that address existing and sometimes emerging 
problems with the receivers’ cultural knowledge and experiences in mind. Thus, if a social 
movement wants to be successful, it needs to anchor the text of a collective action frame in an 
understandable context (Tarrow, 1998).   
Social movement studies are not the only ones that consider frames as vehicles to address 
problems and solutions; or to consider frames as texts embedded in a cultural context. Similar 
approaches to frame analysis have been applied in communication studies, which have 
considerably informed the frame analysis of this dissertation. They consider a frame as a means 
of communication, analyze the way a frame is constructed, and measure the effect a frame has on 
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its audience. Robert Entman (2004) describes framing as “selecting and highlighting some facets 
of events or issues, and making connections among them so as to promote a particular 
interpretation, evaluation, and/or solution.” (p. 5). The issues or events that constitute a frame are 
based on factual knowledge. However, the process of framing leaves considerable room “to 
construct a point of view that encourages the facts of a given situation to be interpreted by others 
in a particular manner” (Kuypers, 2006, p. 8).  In other words, frames can be seen as texts 
constructed by political elites such as journalists, politicians, or interest groups that give an 
interpretation of circumstantial events, such as a missile attack, an earthquake, or a plummeting 
stock market. Kuypers (1997) describes the construction of frames as an evolving process in 
which facts influence the interpretation and vice versa. Some studies highlight the constructivist 
aspect of a frame while others stress the hard facts that constitute a frame; but they generally 
agree that a frame consists of both, an objective truth and its interpretation. As a result, frames 
are valuable for political elites as ‘rhetorical weapons’ used to advance their political interests 
and ideas (Kinder, 1998). 
The focus of communication studies using frame analysis lies often in the textual 
component of a frame, that is, how is a certain frame embedded in a news text and what are the 
outcomes in regard to framing effects? Based on this emphasis, frame analyses concerning the 
mass media often examine linguistic devices such as metaphors or catch-phrases that 
communicate the frame (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Entman, 2004; Kuypers, 2006). Frames in 
texts are considered to be a standalone concept that can be examined independently from its 
creator. Based on experiments, Iyengar (1991) shows that audiences of different television news 
programs are apt to adopt the presented frame. A comparison of various media sources and 
national survey data illustrates the responsiveness of public opinion to the dominant media frame 
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in regard to foreign policy issues (Entman, 2004). In another experimental study, Callaghan and 
Schnell (2009) extend framing effect analysis by adding the contextual component of source 
credibility. They examine the issue of gun control and compare different frames offered by a 
New York Times journalist, a pro-gun control spokesperson, an anti-gun control spokesperson, 
and a Princeton scholar. Results show that different sources either enhance or mitigate framing 
effects depending on the respondent’s judgments of the source’s credibility.   
While communication studies consider frames to be rather independent concepts that 
constitute themselves in a news text, they also acknowledge a frame’s connection to culture. 
However, a frame’s rootedness in culture is often considered as a given and research approaches 
rarely explore what actually happens when respondents connect a media frame with their cultural 
experiences to form their opinions. Communication studies that focus on people’s news 
processing indicate that people draw from past experiences, common wisdom and the media 
when making sense of the political world (Gamson, 1992a; Graber, 1988). Frames transmitted 
through the media influence people’s opinion about political news. But frames do not exclusively 
travel in a one-way direction and they are not the only source of people’s judgments.    
While journalists possess some professional autonomy when reporting about certain 
issues and events, they partake in a strong competition that aims to influence the news story. 
Especially political elites, such as governments, interest groups, and corporations are eager to 
present their own issue or event interpretation with the goal to transmit their take of the story 
through the media. One powerful actor with a vested interest to frame political news based on his 
positions is the president. Research shows that the White House can have considerable influence 
on how the president and/or actions of his administration are presented in the media, that is, the 
White House can have the persuasive power to dictate a news frame (Entman, 2004; Reese, 
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2010). Interest groups, such as national environmental organizations, do not have the same 
newsworthiness as the president, but they are established and trustworthy sources when it comes 
to environmental issues. Especially in the event of an environmental disaster, the groups seize 
the opportunity to educate the media, politicians, and the public about environmental problems 
as well as their policy objectives. The success of environmental organizations to use a crisis in 
order to influence public policy is difficult to demonstrate empirically. In the past, the accident at 
the Three Mile Island nuclear plant can be seen as an event that, with the help of environmental 
organizations, crippled the future of nuclear power in the U.S. for decades. Prognoses in regard 
to more recent environmental disasters are harder to make. But, the latest oil spill in the Gulf of 
Mexico did not seem to shift public opinion in the long term or to considerably influence public 
policy (Merry, 2011). It is the goal of this dissertation to examine how frames adopted by 
national environmental organizations correspond with environmental attitudes of the American 
public.   
As we have seen, frames are shaped by a host of informants, a process that is nicely 
depicted in Entman’s cascading activation model. Following the model, an issue or event will be 
first framed by the administration and other political elites, such as interest groups or experts 
before the media turns it into a news frame presented to the public. Here, the framing process is 
predominately a top-down process. At the same time, Entman (2004) notes that each group 
“makes its own contribution to the mix and flow (of ideas)” with ideas also moving upwards 
from the public to the media and the political elite (p. 10). Thus, the cascade model not only 
describes frame implementation from the political top to the ordinary citizen; it also recognizes 
cycles in which frames move back and forth between the general public, the media, and other 
political actors. Following Entman, the research approach in this study will be based on a frame 
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analysis of positions of the political elite and an analysis of public opinion based on national 
survey data. I will compare prominent environmental frames presented by major advocacy 
groups with environmental attitudes felt by the general public. This will help us to understand 
whether the problems presented by national environmental organizations reflect concerns of the 
American public regarding the environment. Next, I will present a more detailed description of 
the data and research method that will be used in this frame analysis. 
 
The Data  
The data of the study will be drawn from annual reports of the four chosen environmental 
advocacy groups. The examination will span from 1980 to 2010 and will include annual reports 
from every other year, generally even calendar years14. All annual reports are publicly available, 
and all organizations provide access to reports of the last decade via their web site. An important 
function of the annual reports is to provide information to the organizations’ donors. The reports 
do not reach a widespread readership, certainly not many people beyond the membership of the 
respective organization and probably not all members read it. But, they cover the same 
environmental issues the organizations pursue in more publicized campaigns in a succinct and 
consistent fashion. As a result, the reports are an excellent research source for this frame 
analysis. 
The annual reports of the analyzed organizations have either been self-published or 
published by an affiliated entity, namely the organizations’ foundation. While the Wilderness 
                                                          
14 Some annual reports are missing during this time frame and cannot be included in the analysis. The missing 
reports are as follows: 
Sierra Club/Sierra Club Foundation: 2000, 2001, and 2006 
Friends of the Earth: 1983, 1984, 1985, 1987, 1988, 1989 
NRDC: 1980/1981, 1988/1989, 1989/1990,   
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Society and the Natural Resources Defense Council publish all of their annual reports, and 
Friends of the Earth took over the publishing from its foundation in 1982, this has not been the 
case for the Sierra Club. With the exception of the 1980s and early 1990s, annual reports that 
cover campaigns and projects of the Sierra Club have been published by the Sierra Club 
Foundation, a charitable organization founded by the Sierra Club in 196015. The Foundation’s 
mission is to financially support charitable programs of the Sierra Club “that protect and restore 
the environment” (Sierra Club Foundation, 2011). The role of the Sierra Club Foundation as a 
contributor to the Sierra Club’s environmental projects rose substantially after the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS) suspended the Sierra Club’s tax-exempt status in 1966. According to the 
IRS, the Club violated its status of a nonprofit organization eligible to offer tax deductions for 
contributions when it launched several advertisement series that directly engaged in lobbying 
Congress. The status change turned the Sierra Club into a more active political player, but the 
organization could no longer receive tax-exempt donations. The only organization holding this 
benefit was now the Sierra Club Foundation (Young, 2010; Turner, Sierra Club, 1991).   
The Foundation is the crucial supporter of the Club’s public education, litigation and 
training projects; a fact that is well represented in the Foundation’s annual reports. 
Unfortunately, the political and electoral campaigns of the Sierra Club are not covered in those 
annual reports leaving the depiction of the Club’s advocacy work incomplete. This property of 
the Foundation’s annual reports weakens the dissertation’s ability to comprehensively measure 
all strategies applied by the Sierra Club. However, the core environmental issues of the Sierra 
                                                          
15 From 1980/81 to 1986/87 the Sierra Club and the Sierra Club Foundation published joint annual reports. This 
practice changed in 1987/88 to 1990/91 in which the Sierra Club and the Sierra Club Foundation published their 
own annual reports respectively. Prior to 1980 and after 1991 the Sierra Club Foundation was the only 
organization that published annual reports. 
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Club are still well-represented in the Foundation’s annual reports which make them suitable data 
for this analysis (Sease, 2011). 
The layout of the annual reports naturally varies between the four organizations, but it 
also varies within the organizations’ reports over time. This change in the reports’ appearance 
can be a challenge for the frame analysis, and informs this researcher’s choice to focus on 
features that are shared by all examined organizations and remain somewhat constant in all 
annual reports over time. When looking at similarities, it becomes apparent that all reports open 
with a message from the president, chairman of the board, and/or executive director of the 
organization. Also, almost all annual reports feature news-style articles discussing the 
campaigns, programs and successes of the group as well as organizational issues. Few annual 
reports do not apply this layout and use bullet points as their default when covering the groups’ 
achievements. Articles in the editorial section of the annual reports are predominantly presented 
in news-style; however, their length differs considerably ranging from ¼ to 3 pages. Because of 
the varying length, the unit of analysis will be paragraphs and not articles. The examination of 
paragraphs allows for a more accurate determination of more important and less important issues 
covered in the organizations’ annual reports. The environmental organizations’ focus can be 
derived from in-depth articles that dominate the editorial section of the reports. Therefore, using 
paragraphs as the unit of analysis gives more weight to longer articles and its featured issue. 
Also, an analysis based on paragraphs renders a considerably higher number of cases making the 
data set more robust. 
The articles of the environmental organizations’ annual reports can be distinguished 
based on two traits: content and style. In regard to content, the annual reports dedicate a 
considerable portion of their articles to the advocacy groups’ pressing environmental issues, 
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campaigns, programs and successes of that year. A smaller part of the reports focus on purely 
organizational issues, such as fundraising galas, obituaries, or personnel and restructuring 
decisions. This analysis will include all articles covering the organizations’ advocacy work and 
will exclude articles that cover exclusively organizational issues. In regard to style, the annual 
report articles appear in various forms such as news-style articles, interviews, or bullet points. 
Since the analysis’ focus is on content and not style, articles will not be excluded based on the 
different forms they appear in. Also, many reports feature quotes synthesizing the organization’s 
opinions about a certain environmental issue or campaign. The quotes often stand alone and are 
highlighted either in bold and/or larger font; they are included in the analysis. Finally, the “facts 
and figures” section of the annual reports including lists of donors, financial statements, and 
donor portraits won’t be part of this analysis.    
In this study, the decision to select articles based on content links back to the hypothesis 
that drives this frame analysis. Following my hypothesis I aim to examine the issues and goals 
that characterize the organizations. The focus is not on organizational structure, personnel, or 
celebrities that play part in the organization’s effort to achieve their goals. Rather, the study aims 
to detect the environmental organizations’ most important issues and the frames used to present 
the issues based on a systematic framing analysis. 
 
Framing Analysis 
The goal of this content analysis is to assess the environmental groups’ self-concept as guardians 
of the environment, and whether their approach to environmental protection defines them as 
stewards of nature or stewards of people. Today, many environmentalists might resist such a 
separation claiming that environmental protection benefits nature, animals, and humans. I do not 
necessarily disagree with the validity of such an account. However, using Inglehart’s 
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terminology, I argue that our society still subscribes to a material and not a post-material 
worldview. A material society prioritizes economic growth and security, and has a utilitarian 
approach toward the natural environment. As a result, materialists separate the natural world 
from the human world and consider the interests to be adversary (Inglehart, 1981). This 
worldview is exemplified in the Gallup Poll’s 30-year old trade-off question pitting economic 
growth versus environmental protection. Also, nature versus human accounts go back to the 
roots of today’s environmental movement; early conservation and preservation organizations 
drew a clear separation between human environments and natural environments with the quest to 
protect pristine and untouched nature from human impact. Here, humans were not seen as part of 
an environment conservationist groups considered worth protecting; and environmental 
degradation affecting humans at home were not of their concern. Based on this distinction, this 
research project applies a framing analysis to examine the groups’ use of nature-centered and 
human-centered frames in their annual reports. Following my hypothesis, the goal is to 
determine whether a nature-centered frame is prevalent in the organizations’ discussion of 
environmental issues; or, whether the organizations put humans and their well-being in a healthy 
environment at the center of their advocacy work.   
The design of this framing analysis of the environmental organizations’ annual reports is 
informed by several authors (Entman, 1993; Nisbet, 2010; Van Gorp, 2010). One of its most 
influential sources is the research conducted by Robert Entman. According to Entman, a text 
uses frames to evaluate an issue; to define possible problems, to diagnose its causes, and 
prescribe possible remedies relating to the issue (1993). In my analysis, I will use these 
characteristics examining which issues are covered, and whether they are seen as a problem or as 
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a possible solution of environmental degradation. In short, I examine how frames inform the 
issue-presentation in the environmental groups’ annual reports. 
Nisbet considers issue-frames to be successful when a message or new story presents an 
issue in a line of reasoning that corresponds with the “existing mental associations within a 
particular audience” (2010). Based on the comparison of the environmental organizations’ 
annual reports and the public’s opinion regarding environmental problems, this dissertation 
examines the ability of the environmental movement to provide a compelling story for 
environmental protection that might or might not resonate with the public. In order to detect how 
the organizations frame an environmental issue, I developed a codebook with three variables at 
its center: issue, reasoning device, and affected actor. Using these three variables, my analysis 
will define environmental issues covered by the groups; it will evaluate the given reasons of why 
the issues are relevant, as well as the actors affected by the issue. I am particularly interested in 
the potential patterns when analyzing the three variables in combination. Environmental 
organizations create potent issue-frames not by just listing an environmental issue, but by 
defining it as a problem or a solution while specifying possible victims or beneficiaries. The goal 
of this analysis is to systematically detect those issue-frames and to define whether the covered 
issues are presented in a nature-centered or human-centered frame.  
 The issue variable used in this analysis aims to examine the most prominent 
environmental issues that are generally addressed by environmental advocacy groups. The 
variable consists of 32 categories ranging from wildlife and wilderness issues, to pollution 
issues, to the issue of public transportation. In the annual reports, various issues have been 
named in one paragraph; in my analysis I code up to five different issues per paragraph. The 
categories of the issue variable have been defined based on an exploratory analysis of a selection 
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of the environmental organizations’ annual reports, the organizations’ member magazines and 
their websites. Before the frame analysis was conducted, I took a sample of the above mentioned 
material and marked every issue mentioned. I then took this list to determine the 32 issue 
categories that are represented in the codebook16. The goal of the list is to reflect the issue 
diversity presented by the four organizations.  
The reasoning device variable focuses on the argument the examined organization applies 
along with the issue. Those reasons can highlight why and how the environmental issue is 
considered to be a problem; or they focus on benefits and solutions that can be offered along the 
issue. For instance, environmental organizations covering the protection of wilderness might 
highlight the possible destruction of wild places because of logging or mining. Here, the group 
argues for the natural state of wilderness considering resource development as problematic. 
Following this argument, “human intrusion” would be coded as the reasoning device, while 
“wildlife and wilderness protection” would be the coded issue. An example of a reasoning device 
emphasizing the benefits of wildlife and wilderness protection would include economic 
arguments that stress revenue generated through tourism in naturally wild and attractive places. 
The analysis includes 16 reasoning devices that have been defined by the above-mentioned 
exploratory analysis; they have also been informed by various studies examining different frames 
and world views regarding environmental and other policy issues (Fletcher, 2009; Dunlap, Van 
Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000). Both, the issues and the reasoning devices are listed in the 
codebook in the appendix. As with issues, the annual reports sometimes include more than one 
reasoning device per paragraph. Therefore, I have coded up to three reasoning devices per 
paragraph.  
                                                          
16 See codebook in Appendix 1. 
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In regard to climate change, Amy Lynn Fletcher examines how different political actors 
portray the issue using frames of scientific uncertainty, security threat, or economic opportunity. 
Matthew Nisbet adds the frame of a Pandora’s Box presenting an issue in dire need of action; 
otherwise our society will be doomed. Another frame highlights potential health threats that can 
be caused by environmental degradation (Nisbet, 2010). Several of the studies’ framing devices 
reappeared in this study’s exploratory analysis and have been added to the categories of the 
reasoning device variable. Their addition hopefully allows an easier and meaningful comparison 
to other research that analyzes the framing of environmental issues. 
The affected actor variable intends to determine who is affected by environmental issues 
presented in the groups’ annual reports; and, if the organizations name affected actors at all. 
Indeed, an environmental organization might present a litigation case against the operating 
company of a polluting power plant, describe the pollutants that are emitted into the air, but 
never mention who suffers from it. In this case, “no affected actor” would be the coded category. 
Other categories are “humans”, “nature”, “nature and humans”, “animals” and “the planet/the 
atmosphere”. Based on the categories, it becomes apparent that affected actors can be as tangible 
as a group of farm workers suffering from pesticide use; or as abstract as the earth’s stratosphere 
threatened to be harmed by ozone-depleting substances. It is important to mention, that the 
effects of covered environmental issues do not always have to be negative for the actor; he/she/it 
can also be a beneficiary. For instance, environmental organizations might highlight newly 
trained employees hired in the renewable energy sector. In this analysis, affected actors, such as 
a river, a family, or an animal species, are only coded when they are mentioned explicitly in the 
organizations’ annual report paragraphs. The categories of the affected actor have been 
developed based on the exploratory analysis of the four environmental organizations’ materials. 
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Frames connect an issue with a specific storyline. They communicate why a certain issue 
might be considered as problematic and who might be affected; they might also offer a solution 
(Nisbet, 2009). In this framing analysis, the goal is not only to account for the most popular 
environmental issues embraced by the four examined organization, but to determine different 
frames that have been applied to present those issues. While using the four environmental 
groups’ annual reports, different environmental issues and their issue-frames are based on an 
issue variable, a reasoning device variable, and an affected actor variable. An issue-frame is 
considered when the issue variable is combined with at least one of the two other variables; but, 
it is more compelling when an issue is named along a reasoning device and an affected actor. 
The expectation for this research project is to find framing patterns that help to determine 
whether environmental organizations present their issues in a nature-centered or human-centered 
frame. Not surprisingly, the affected actor variable is very useful in defining an issue along 
anthropocentric or biocentric lines. But, categories of the reasoning device variable, such as 
“public health” or “ecological value” also include valuable information when determining the 
issue-frame. Finally, not all environmental organizations offer a rich frame when discussing an 
issue. That is, the advocacy group may choose to omit reasons and affected actors that help to 
explain the relevance of the issue. Therefore, this research project is equally interested in the 
depth of story telling the organizations provide. Do the environmental groups use rich frames, 
applying all three variables in their annual reports, or do they solely rely on the issues, facts, and 
figures, hoping they speak for themselves. When using rich frames, does their number increase 
or decrease over time and are they more prevalent for one issue than for another? The following 
section presents results of the framing analysis of the four examined environmental 
organizations: the Sierra Club, the Wilderness Society, the Natural Resources Defense Council, 
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and Friends of the Earth. It will consider these and other questions in hope of providing 
meaningful answers. 
 
The Results 
The Sierra Club: Issues and Trends  
From 1980 to 2010, wildlife and wilderness protection, pollution, energy, global warming, and 
international environmental protection were the five most frequently covered environmental 
issues in the Sierra Club and Sierra Club Foundation’s annual reports17 (Figure 7).  
 
Figure 7:  Top Five Issues in SC Annual Reports (1980-2010) 
 
While wildlife and wilderness protection as well as pollution have always been among the top 
five issues during this time span; the other three issues phased in and out of the list of the five 
                                                          
17 For reasons of brevity and better readability, I will henceforward write “Sierra Club annual reports” when 
referring to annual reports of both organizations the Sierra Club and the Sierra Club Foundation.   
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most often cited issues. The protection of wildlife and wilderness has been the dominant issue of 
the 1980s and 1990s. About 40 percent of the annual report paragraphs cover the issue; this is 
more than double compared to any other issue the Sierra Club discussed during this time. 
However, during the 2000s the Sierra Club shifted its focus to the issues of energy and global 
warming yielding a considerably diminished coverage for wildlife and wilderness protection. In 
contrast, pollution issues have a constant share in the Sierra Club’s annual reports. In every 
decade, pollution is covered in 16 to 18 percent of the reports, making the issue the second 
(1980s and 1990s) or third (2000s) most frequently mentioned issue of the organization (Figure 
8).  
 
Figure 8: Top Five Issues in SC Annual Reports by Decade 
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Figure 9: Top Five Issues in SC Annual Report Year by Year 
 
Two issues that have been covered increasingly during the 2000s are energy and global 
warming. In the last decade, over 40 percent of the paragraphs are dedicated to energy and global 
warming, making them the most frequently and second most frequently mentioned issue. Their 
share soared in the mid-2000s but has somewhat declined in the last analyzed annual report of 
2010. Figure 9 shows that the coverage of energy and global warming follows a similar pattern, 
indicating that the Sierra Club closely connects both issues in its annual reports. The fifth most 
frequently mentioned issue in the Sierra Club’s annual reports is international environmental 
protection. Environmental issues outside the U.S. had a sizable share during the 1980s and 
1990s. In the 2000s, however, only 1 percent of the annual reports devoted its coverage to 
international environmental protection dropping the issue from the list of the five most 
frequently mentioned environmental problems (Figure 8).  
 The goal of this analysis goes beyond the sheer count of issues covered in the Sierra Club 
and Sierra Club Foundations annual reports. More importantly, this researcher aims to define 
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issue-frames as presented in the organization’s reports based on the connection of an issue to a 
reasoning device and/or affected actor. However, even in regard to some of the most cited issues, 
the group fails to present such rich issue-frame to its readers. Before I will discuss each of the 
five issues in more detail, I will offer a brief overview regarding the Sierra Club’s application of 
the three variables overall in its reports. 
 Less than half of the Sierra Club annual report paragraphs (41 percent) connect the 
discussed issues to a reasoning device. As a result, the Club misses its chance to further elaborate 
an issue’s importance, why it might cause a problem, or be the solution to a healthier 
environment. With 49 percent, the organization is more likely to explicitly name an affected 
actor in its annual report paragraphs. Here, the Club’s recognition of actors that might be harmed 
by environmental degradation or benefit from environmental protection helps to frame the issues 
in a desired context. When combing an issue with a reasoning device and an affected actor, the 
issue-frame carries a highly detailed and therefore more powerful message to the reader.  
The Sierra Club applies these rich issue-frames in only 31 percent of its annual report 
paragraphs, again missing a chance to present to its audience a convincing message that might 
sway their opinion. Figure 10 shows that, while the above-mentioned combinations of issue, 
reasoning device, and/or affected actor move together, they do not follow a discernible trend. 
Issue-frames in the Sierra Club annual reports increased throughout the 1980s to the mid-1990s. 
But, the connection of environmental issues with a reasoning device and/or affected actor 
declined from there on, and only in the last two annual reports of this analysis (2008 and 2010) 
did the Sierra Club start to present various environmental issues in more comprehensive issue-
frames.  
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Figure 10: Issues with Issue-Frame in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
With this recent increase in issue-frames, the Sierra Club seems to acknowledge that facts 
might not speak for themselves. Even an environmentally committed readership of an annual 
report can be reached more effectively with a tailored message. The 2010 annual report puts this 
theory into practice, offering more elaborate issue-frames than any of the group’s other reports in 
this analysis. 55 percent of the report’s paragraphs connect an environmental issue with a 
reasoning device telling the reader why and how to consider the issue. Most of them add an 
affected actor to the reasoning device presenting a rich issue-frame in over half of the report’s 
paragraphs. The following pages will discuss the connection of a reasoning device and/or an 
affected actor with the most frequently named environmental issues in the Sierra Club reports. 
The results give a better insight about the issue-frames applied by the Sierra Club, whether the 
group considers the issues in a nature-centered or human-centered context, and how the 
organization’s issue-frames might change over time. 
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Wildlife and Wilderness Protection 
The most frequently cited issue in the Sierra Club’s annual report is the issue of wildlife and 
wilderness protection. This result is not surprising granted that the Sierra Club was founded on a 
mission to protect wild and beautiful places in nature. The protection of the natural environment 
was and is at the core of the Sierra Club’s advocacy work; but, beginning in the 1970s the Club 
broadened its scope including environmental issues such as energy, transportation, and pollution 
(Turner, 1991). This re-orientation of the Sierra Club can be seen in the organization’s annual 
reports, albeit its effect considerably lags in time. Based on the analysis, wildlife and wilderness 
protection is one important issue among several only in the 2000s. During the 1980s and 1990s, 
about 40 percent of the annual reports cover the issue of wild lands while no other single issue 
has been given nearly as much attention (Figure 8). As a result, wildlife and wilderness 
protection has been the dominant issue in the Sierra Club’s annual reports up until the 2000s. 
While the Sierra Club’s coverage of wildlife and wilderness issues decreases over time, 
their presentation offers a continuously rich issue-frame based on an increased use of a reasoning 
device and/or affected actor when discussing the issue. The frequent use of a well-developed 
issue-frame is especially impressive when considering the breadth of coverage. Wildlife and 
wilderness have been the topic of many annual report articles and the regular addition of an 
argument and an affected place, animal, or person shows that the Club has a compelling story 
behind the issue (Figure 11).  
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Figure 11: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Issue-Frame in SC Annual Report Paragraph 
 
 
Figure 12: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device in SC Annual Report Paragraph 
 
The most often used reasoning device in connection to wildlife and wilderness is “human 
intrusion”. Here, the Club argues that human interference would harm the natural environment 
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based on resource extraction and other development projects18. Figure 12 shows that “human 
intrusion” is the most popular reasoning device of the 1980s and 2000s. During the 1990s, 
paragraphs discussing wildlife and wilderness protection highlight reasoning device of 
“ecological values” slightly more often. That is, wild places need protection to assure healthy 
habitats for its species as well as biodiversity. A third often used reasoning device names non-
economic values of wilderness and wildlife arguing its protection is needed to maintain intrinsic, 
spiritual, scenic, or recreational purposes of wild places. However, the mentioning of non-
economic values diminishes substantially over time in the Club’s reports. The most frequently 
used reasoning devices regarding wildlife and wilderness issues consider humans as a disturbing 
factor and emphasize the value of environment in its natural, untouched state. Based on these 
nature-related reasoning devices the Sierra Club frames the issue in a nature-centered manner. 
This result is supported by findings concerning affected actors of wildlife and wilderness 
protection.  
 
Figure 13: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Affected Actor in SC Annual Report Paragraph 
                                                          
18 Examples would be logging, mining, road building, etc. 
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The Sierra Club connects wildlife and wilderness issues more often with an affected actor 
than with a reasoning device. Overall, the group explicitly names an affected actor in over 80 
percent of its annual report paragraphs discussing the issue. Figure 13 shows that the Club 
overwhelmingly considers nature to be affected when the protection of wild places is at stake. In 
many cases, the annual reports connect wildlife and wilderness issues to a certain river, forest, or 
desert. In doing so, the issue is not discussed in abstract terms but connects the reader to a 
specific place that is considered worth preserving. Since the Sierra Club sees itself as an 
advocate of nature, the argument is made from nature’s perspective and largely leaves out what 
the protection of wild places means to communities that are close by. While nature is the 
dominating affected actor throughout the entire time span of this analysis, it has its largest share 
during the 1980s and declines somewhat in the following two decades. At the same time, the 
Club progressively considers effects on both nature and humans. While small, the share of this 
category doubles from the 1980s to the 2000s. Also, the focus on animals as the predominant 
affected actor when discussing wildlife and wilderness protection spikes during the 1990s, but 
the category falls back to its low numbers in the last decade of the analysis. Building a story 
around an animal might be a successful strategy to win readers for the fight of wildlife and 
wilderness since a breathing creature is more likely to trigger emotional reactions compared to 
plants or rivers. 
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Figure 14: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in SC Annual Report 
Paragraph 
 
In at least half of the paragraphs overall, the issue of wildlife and wilderness is connected 
to a reasoning device and an affected actor indicating a well-developed issue-frame. Figure 14 
shows that the specific issue-frames present wildlife and wilderness protection in a nature-
centered fashion. The most frequently used combination connects the issue of wildlife and 
wilderness protection with the reasoning device of human intrusion and with nature as its 
affected actor. The emphasis on a nature-centered frame is also supported by two other 
issue/reasoning device/affected actor connections, highlighting ecological and non-economic 
values of wildlife and wilderness while naming nature as an explicit beneficiary of its protection. 
Regarding the “ecological values” reasoning device, some environmental organizations present 
the argument for more biodiversity in a human-centered frame emphasizing its contributions to 
new medicines. However, the Sierra Club hardly makes this connection since less than four 
percent of its paragraphs list any affected actor category that include humans. The same can be 
said for wildlife and wilderness issues that are combined with non-economic values. Again, 
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nature is by far the most frequently named affected actor and humans are all but ignored. As a 
result, the Sierra Club highlights the intrinsic value of wildlife and wilderness and neglects 
benefits centered on humans such as recreation. 
 In summary, the Sierra Club’s annual reports clearly present the issue of wildlife and 
wilderness protection in a nature-centered frame, supporting the hypothesis of this analysis. 
Based on the reports, wildlife and wilderness ought to be protected from human activity that is 
harmful to its natural state. Also, wildlife and wilderness deserves protection as habitat for plants 
and animals and as a source of biodiversity. In over 50 percent of paragraphs discussing the 
issue, the Club names nature as its affected actor, often connecting wildlife and wilderness to a 
specific place they wish to protect. As a result, wildlife and wilderness protection is presented in 
a rich nature-centered frame bolstered with arguments and affected places that highlight the 
importance of the issue. 
 
Pollution 
Following the issue of wildlife and wilderness protection, pollution is the second most frequently 
cited issue in the Sierra Club annual report paragraphs (Figure 7). When examining the data by 
decades, pollution issues have been covered consistently in the Club’s annual reports with a 
slight increase in the last two decades (Figure 8). Figure 9 shows, however, that the coverage 
during the 2000s has been the most volatile. In 2004 and 2010, the share of pollution issues was 
over 30 percent for the first time in this analysis. In contrast, pollution issues have hardly been 
covered in 2007 and 2008; a dip that can be explained with the Sierra Club strong emphasis on 
the issues of energy and global warming during those years. With 34 percent, pollution issues 
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resurged and peaked in the 2010 annual report. It remains to be seen whether the Sierra Club’s 
recurring focus on pollution is an outlier, or whether the organization will highlight pollution 
issues even more in the future. 
 In the analysis, pollution issues have been broken down into three sub-categories: air 
pollution, water pollution, and pollution in general19. In about half of the annual report 
paragraphs that cover pollution issues, the Sierra Club does not address a specific type to 
pollution but mentions the issue in general terms. In regard to the other half, water pollution is 
covered slightly more frequently compared to air pollution (Table 4). With its emphasis on water 
pollution, the Sierra Club has an accurate grasp of the general public which considers water 
pollution to be a bigger environmental problem compared to air pollution as seen in the public 
opinion chapter. 
Table 4: Coverage of Pollution Issue divided into its Sub-Categories in the Sierra Club Annual Report 
Paragraphs 
 1980s 1990s 2000s Total (1980-2010) 
Pollution 
(unspecified) 
47% 
(N=51) 
60% 
(N=47) 
51% 
(N=56) 
53% 
(N=147) 
Air Pollution 26% 
(N=33) 
15% 
(N=8) 
22% 
(N=16) 
21% 
(N=57) 
Water Pollution 27%  
(N=28) 
25% 
(N=19) 
28% 
(N=41) 
26% 
(N=88) 
 
                                                          
19 The “pollution in general” category includes paragraphs that cite pollution without specification and paragraphs 
that name multiple kinds of pollution (e.g. soot from power plants polluting the air, buildings, and water in an Ohio 
community, Sierra Club Foundation Annual Report 2004).     
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Figure 15: Pollution Issues with Issue-Frame in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Figure 15 shows the connection of pollution with a reasoning device and/or an affected 
actor varies considerably from decade to decade and does not indicate a discernible trend. While 
half of the paragraphs covering pollution issues fail to connect to a reasoning device and/or 
affected actor during the 1980s, a comprehensive issue-frame based on those combinations is 
presented during the 1990s annual reports. The connection of pollution issues to a reasoning 
device and/or affected actor ebbs again in the last decade, but not as low as the first decade of 
this analysis. Overall, the Sierra Club most frequently presents pollution issues while combining 
them with the affected actor variable which helps to determine whether the Club frames the issue 
in a human-centered or nature-centered fashion.  
Over the 30-year time span, about half of the reports’ paragraphs covering pollution 
connect the issue with a reasoning deceive. Figure 16 shows which reasoning devices are used 
indicating a prevalence of nature related arguments that are connected to pollution. During the 
first two decades of this analysis, the most often used reasoning device sees pollution in 
connection with some form of human intrusion, mostly naming it as a cause of the issue. 
102 
 
Following the issue of wildlife and wilderness, pollution issues are also combined with the 
reasoning device of “ecological values,” especially during the 1990s. Based on both reasoning 
devices pollution is seen as an outgrowth of human activity that contributes to environmental 
problems. Likewise, pollution is considered to be a threat to an ecological system that provides 
habitat to plant and animal species and assures biodiversity. This result is supported by findings 
that show a close connection of pollution issues to nature as an affected actor (Figure 17).  
It needs to be noted, though, that connections to any reasoning device are considerably 
lower for the pollution issue than for the issue of wildlife and wilderness. Also, since the 
pollution issue holds a less prominent place in the annual reports, they actual number of 
paragraphs that offer well-developed issue-frames pales in comparison to paragraphs discussing 
wildlife and wildness protection.  
The Sierra Club’s annual reports of the 2000s mark a departure from the earlier decades 
and start to focus on pollution effects on the human environment. Paragraphs arguing that 
pollution has a negative impact on public health surge during this time (Figure 16). Nature 
related reasoning devices do not disappear during the last decade but this new connection of 
pollution and public health offers a second, human-centered frame along with the nature-
centered frame that dominates earlier reports. 
103 
 
 
Figure 16: Pollution Issues with Reasoning Device in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
The Sierra Club names an affected actor in well over half of the paragraphs that cover 
pollution which is more frequently than the combination between pollution and a reasoning 
device. As already mentioned, the Club considers nature to be a prime victim of pollution. While 
the nature category dominates the first two decades of this analysis, paragraphs that cover 
pollution during the 2000s are evenly split between the categories of “nature,” “humans,” and 
“humans and nature” when mentioning an affected actor (Figure 17). This trend supports the 
Sierra Club’s addition of a human-centered frame in the last decade of this analysis. The impact 
of pollution on nature, however, is not forgotten. The category of “humans and nature” increases 
throughout the study and has been more frequently named as an affected actor than the category 
of “humans”. Here, the Sierra Club approaches the issue in a comprehensive fashion, considering 
negative effects of pollution for the natural and human environment. It will be interesting to see 
whether the Sierra Club continues to consider pollution and its negative effects in this all-
inclusive manner, or whether a human-centered frame will dominate the future narrative. 
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Figure 17: Pollution Issue with Affected Actor in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 
Figure 18: Pollution Issue with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 Finally, the Sierra Club presents its richest issue-frame when combining pollution issues 
with both a reasoning device and an affected actor (Figure 18). In regard to pollution these well-
developed issue-frames appear most often during the 1990s and point toward a nature-centered 
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frame. Also, the connection of pollution, public health and humans as an affected actor emerges 
for the first time during the 2000s. This support the already presented findings indicating the 
inclusion of a human-centered frame. The caveat is the infrequency of paragraphs presenting 
pollution in connection with a reasoning device and affected actor. Based on those low numbers 
the main finding is that the Sierra Club misses its opportunity to explain why pollution is a 
problem and who is affected.    
 In summary, pollution issues in the Sierra Club annual reports have a considerable share 
throughout this analysis and have been prominently covered in several annual reports of the 
2000s. The connections of reasoning devices and/or affected actors with pollution have changed 
over time. While a nature-centered frame dominates during the first two decades, a human-
centered frame has been added during the 2000s. Here, the Sierra Club discusses pollution as a 
threat to public health, or names either humans or humans and nature as an affected actor. The 
more frequent use of humans and nature as victims of pollution shows that environmental issues 
need not to be considered exclusively in a nature vs. human paradigm. And, in my interviews 
with executive staff at three of the four analyzed organizations it becomes clear that the groups 
would like to challenge the paradigm (Sease, 2011; Pica, 2011). However, results of the framing 
analysis rarely confirm an impending paradigm shift. Most of the time issues are still presented 
in a nature against human framework. 
 
Energy  
The issue of energy has been the third most cited issue in the Sierra Club annual reports during 
the 30-year time span of the analysis (Figure 7). Examining the most frequently named issues by 
decade reveals that energy issues played only a minor role in the Sierra Club’s discussion of 
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pressing environmental problems during the 1980s and 1990s. But, the issue surged during the 
2000s being the Club’s most frequently discussed issue of the decade (Figure 8). Figure 9 shows 
that the issue has been practically dormant during most of the 1990s. In total, energy issues have 
only been named in 17 paragraphs of the nearly 400 paragraphs that compromise the Sierra 
Club’s annual reports of this decade. The Sierra Club’s coverage of energy issues begins to 
increase during the early 2000s and finally skyrockets in the mid-2000s. This heightened interest 
can be attributed to the Sierra Club membership signaling their concern about global warming 
and energy to the organization’s leadership (Sease, 2011). Based on its democratic organizational 
structure, the Club adhered to its grassroots making energy the number one issue of the 2000 
annual reports. 
Table 5: Coverage of Energy Issue divided into its Sub-Categories in the Sierra Club Annual Report 
Paragraphs20 
 1980s 1990s 2000s Total (1980-2000) 
Renewable Energy 27%  
(N=15) 
11% 
(N=2) 
57% 
(N=136) 
32% 
(N=153) 
Non-Renewable Energy 63% 
(N=26) 
78% 
(N=11) 
46% 
(N=88) 
62% 
(N=125) 
Energy (residual) 14% 
(N=8) 
14% 
(N=5) 
10% 
(N=11) 
13% 
(N=24) 
 
 In the analysis, energy issues have been divided into three subgroups: the issue of 
renewable energy and energy efficiency, the issue or non-renewable energy and energy 
inefficiency, and a residual subgroup containing energy issues discussed in general terms. Table 
5 shows that based on total paragraph numbers the Sierra Club covers non-renewable energy 
about as often as renewable energy in its annual reports. While non-renewable energy issues and 
                                                          
20 The accumulated percentage may exceed 100 percent since more than one sub-category can be coded per 
paragraph. 
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their impact on the environment are the focus of the first two decades of this study, the Club 
shifts to renewable energy sources in its 2000s annual reports considering them to be a suitable 
path to a cleaner environment. Here, the Sierra Club seems to embrace a technological fix that 
suggests lowering our current energy use based on energy-efficient products such as cars and 
appliances, instead of asking for a dramatic lifestyle change that could lead to similar results. 
 
Figure 19: Energy Issues with Issue-Frame in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 
Figure 20: Energy Issues with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
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The goal of this study is to determine comprehensive issue-frames based on the 
connection of an issue with a reasoning device and/or an affected actor. A combination of energy 
with either one or both variables appears rather regularly in the 1980s and 1990s annual reports.  
However, the issue has been discussed very sparsely during this time making it difficult to 
determine any issue-frames in regard to energy (Figure 19). The Club covers energy issues much 
more often during the 2000s, but now connections to a reasoning device and/or an affected actor 
become more infrequent. Noteworthy connections for this decade exist between the energy issue 
and the reasoning devices of “economic argument” and “public health”, as well as between 
energy and “humans” as affected actors. In the 2000s annual reports, 24 percent of paragraphs 
covering energy issues name humans (N=54) as potential victim or beneficiary of the issue. All 
other connections between the issue and affected actor appear in less than ten paragraphs per 
decade. Likewise, 19 percent of paragraphs covering energy issues use an economic argument 
(N=54), while 12 percent of paragraphs covering the issue mention public health (N=18). Again, 
connections to other reasoning devices and in earlier decades never exceeded 10 paragraphs 
highlighting how little the issue has been discussed in a more comprehensive context.            
Figure 20 synthesizes the above mentioned findings showing that paragraphs that do 
combine energy issues with an argument and affected actor in the last decade tend toward a 
human-centered frame. Specifically, the Club discusses public health and economic opportunity 
in regard to energy issues and how they affect humans. Here, humans are considered to be both 
victims and beneficiaries depending on the energy resources. In twelve out of 13 paragraphs, 
public health concerns are connected to the subcategory of non-renewable energy sources when 
naming humans as an affected actor. This suggests that humans and their health as seen as 
victims of so-called dirty energy such as fossil fuels. In contrast, the subcategory of renewable 
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energy has been connected to an economic argument and humans as affected actor in 28 out of 
29 paragraphs which shows that renewables are generally seen as an economic benefit to humans 
since the new technology can bring jobs and lower energy cost. While those human-centered 
frames exist, it needs to be stressed that most annual report paragraphs covering energy issues 
lack such connections. As a result, the Sierra Club misses an opportunity to present the reader a 
compelling storyline of why the energy issue matters and who is affected.  Energy issues have 
been named along the issue of global warming in the Sierra Club annual reports. This liaison can 
offer insight in how the group frames energy issues and will be further discussed below. 
 
Global Warming 
The issue of global warming has been one of the most prominent issues of the Sierra Club during 
the 2000s, especially during the second half of the decade. Following energy, global warming 
has been the second most frequently cited issue in the 2000s placing it under the top five issues 
of the Sierra Club annual reports overall (Figure 7 and Figure 8). As already mentioned, Sierra 
Club members demanded a heightened emphasis on global warming and energy issues from the 
organization in its 2005 membership summit, and the effect of this call can be clearly seen in the 
results of this content analysis (Sease, 2011). During the 2000s, the Club mentioned global 
warming in 146 paragraphs of its annual reports compared to 11 paragraphs in the 1980s and 
1990s annual reports combined21. The impact of the members’ plea to focus on global warming 
becomes even more apparent when comparing the 2000 annual reports before and after the 
summit. 141 of 146 paragraphs discussing global warming during the last decade appear in the 
                                                          
21 The issue of global warming was first mentioned in the 1988 annual report. 
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organization’s annual reports of 2005 and after. Hence, the organization’s immersion in the 
global warming issue is a very recent development which is reflected in the annual report 
coverage. 
 
Figure 21: Global Warming with Issue-Frame in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Figure 21 show a high percentage of paragraphs that connect global warming with a 
reasoning device and/or affected actor during the first two decades of the analysis. But, the very 
small number of paragraphs covering the issue undermine any argument that would speak for 
strong issue-frames. During the annual reports of the 2000s, paragraphs mentioning global 
warming increase considerably; yet, the majority of those paragraphs fails to provide reasons that 
illustrate the issues importance or an actor who directly feels the effects of climate change. 
Connections between the global warming issue and specific reasoning devices are so fragmented 
and therefore low in total numbers that it would be unwise to suggest the occurrence of well-
developed issue frames. Likewise, in over 650 paragraphs that comprise the Sierra Club’s 2000s 
annual report connections between global warming and an affected actor are very low in number 
and somewhat evenly distributed between humans (N=20), nature (N=17), and humans and 
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nature (N=13). As a result, it cannot be determined whether global warming is presented in a 
nature-centered or human-centered issue-frame. Instead, the Sierra Club offers a strong relation 
between the issue of global warming and the issue of energy. This connection allows this 
researcher to gain further insight in how the Club frames global warming based on the issue-to-
issue combination. 
Figure 22 illustrates how closely the global warming issue and the energy issue move 
together. Indeed, about half of the times the Sierra Club addresses the issue of global warming it 
is connected to the issue of energy. As already mentioned, energy is divided into sub-categories 
of non-renewable and renewable energy which helps to further explain how the Sierra Club 
frames the issues. When connecting non-renewable energy and energy inefficiency with global 
warming, the Sierra Club highlights problems associated with energy production. Here, the Club 
often considers the burning of fossil fuels to be the contributor to an increasingly warmer 
climate. In contrast, when global warming is combined with the issue of renewable energy and 
energy efficiency, the Club features those specific energy sources as a viable solution to climate 
change since it helps to provide energy with no or a reduced emission of so-called greenhouse 
gases. Hence, the Sierra Club sees energy issues as a problem and a solution of global warming 
and both aspects are prominently addressed in the most recent annual reports (Figure 22). 
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Figure 22: Global Warming in Connection with Energy Issues in SC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 The analysis does not measure directly the Sierra Club’s stance on the role of humans in 
regard to climate change. However, the close connection of global warming and energy in the 
annual reports strongly indicates that the group considers the human impact. Our extensive 
burning of fossil fuels is seen as the root cause of global warming while our technological 
ingenuity is seen as a path to a better future. As a result, combining the issue of energy with the 
issue of global warming in the annual reports suggests a human-centered frame. Finally, the 
coverage for both issues drops in the last annual report, especially in regard to climate change 
(Figure 22). This recent de-emphasis in global warming by the Sierra Club might be due to an 
ever increasing political polarization of the issue among the general public as shown in this study 
and other public opinion data (Pew Report, 2012). It will be seen whether this trend away from 
climate change in the Sierra Club’s coverage will continue in the upcoming years and whether a 
more pronounced issue-frame will emerge. 
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Sierra Club Conclusion 
As one of the oldest conservation organizations in the United States, the Sierra Club’s roots are 
in wildlife and wilderness protection. This tradition is still present in the group’s annual reports 
in which the protection of wild places and its wild inhabitants is the most frequently covered 
issue. When discussing wildlife and wilderness protection, the Club offers a nature-centered 
issue-frame. The reports give plenty of supporting arguments of why we should care about the 
issue and often list wild places that are affected if protection is not provided. The group’s focus 
on wildlife and wilderness protection is particularity strong in the 1980s and 1990s annual 
reports. The issue is still prominently covered in the 2000s, but it is global warming and energy 
that move at the top of the list of most discussed issues in the reports. 
 For most years covered in the annual reports, energy and global warming have been at the 
periphery of the Sierra Club’s agenda. But, the interest in both issues surged during the mid-
2000s, making energy and global warming the two most frequently named issues in the last 
decade’s annual reports. This increased concern in climate change did not develop in a vacuum. 
Arguably, one of the most prominent campaigns in the U.S. was launched by former Vice-
President Al Gore culminating in a 2006 Academy Award for his documentary “An Inconvenient 
Truth.” Therefore it is not surprising that the Sierra Club’s new emphasis on climate change and 
energy was based on a plea by the organization’s membership to shift focus toward those issues. 
In its annual reports, the Sierra Club fails to present energy and global warming in a well-
developed issue-frame often not giving further explanation regarding the relevance of the issues 
or missing to name affected actors. The issues are closely combined, however, and since the use 
of energy is closely connected to humans it is fair to suggest that the Sierra Club sees humans as 
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a main contributor to global warming. But, the data does not suggest that the organization 
considers humans to be the prime victim of climate change.  
Negative effects on people and public health are addressed in the Club’s coverage of 
pollution issues; albeit only during the last decade of the analysis. Here, the organization 
considers people to be the victims of pollution since bad air and water threatens to compromise 
their health. The Club’s annual reports of the first two decades focus exclusively on the natural 
environment as a victim offering arguments of why we need to protect nature from our polluting 
actions. This nature-centered frame does not disappear in the 2000 annual reports, but it gets a 
counter weight with the above-discussed human-centered frame focusing and the public and their 
health. 
Overall, the Sierra Club embraces a nature-centered frame in its annual reports 
supporting the hypothesis of the study claiming that national environmental organization 
advocate for environmental protection in behalf of nature and not in behalf of humans. This 
argument especially describes the Club’s approach of the 1980s and 1990s, in which a nature-
centered coverage of wildlife and wilderness protection is the dominating issue of their annual 
reports. However, data based on the last decade’s annual reports render more ambiguous results. 
In the 2000s, the Sierra Club’s focus moves to energy and global warming but the issues are 
never presented in a clear nature-centered of human-centered issue-frame. In contrast to the 
coverage of wildlife and wilderness, climate change lacks a clearly defined victim in the annual 
reports. Instead, the role of humans is seen as ambivalent since we are both the cause and part of 
the technological solution to the issue. The clearest human-centered frame appears in the Club’s 
late discussion of pollution, an issue that gained considerably in coverage in the most recent 
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annual report. It remains to be seen whether issues of environmental deterioration and its 
consequences to public health will be featured more prominently in the future.       
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The Wilderness Society: Issues and Trends 
True to its name, the Wilderness Society’s strong focus has been on wildlife and wilderness 
protection throughout the 30 years of this analysis. Figure 23 shows that over 80 percent of the 
group’s annual report paragraphs cover wildlife and wilderness issues.  
 
Figure 23: Top Five Issues in TWS Annual Reports 
 
The second most frequently named issue is Alaska; a regional issue that is closely 
connected to the protection of wildlife and wilderness. The issues of pollution, energy, and 
global warming complement the list of the five most often mentioned issues in the Wilderness 
Society’s annual reports. However, the coverage of the last four issues falls short compared to 
the group’s emphasis on wildlife and wilderness illustrating that the Wilderness Society 
exemplifies a single-issue organization with little ambition to broaden its issue scope. As seen in 
Figure 24 none of the other issues mentioned can rival the central position of wildlife and 
wilderness issues in the group’s annual reports; but, there is some movement nevertheless. 
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Paragraphs covering stories that relate to Alaska have decreased during the 1980s and leveled 
around 10 percent in the last two decades of the analysis. The issues of pollution and energy have 
been mentioned more consistently and somewhat more frequently in the 2000 annual reports, and 
have been joined by the issue of global warming starting in 2004. Still, none of the three issues 
cover more than 11 percent of the annual reports and remain in the shadow of the wildlife and 
wilderness issue.  
 
Figure 24: Top Five Issues in TWS Annual Reports Year by Year 
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Figure 25: Issues with Issue-Frame in TWS Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
In this study, the examination of an issue-frame is based on connections to a reasoning-
device and/or affected actor. In its annual reports, the Wilderness Society offers rather well-
developed issues-frames while combining issues with either one or both variables. As seen in 
Figure 25, the number of paragraphs including such connections rises over time. Issues are most 
frequently connected to an affected actor in the 2000s annual reports. Three fourth of paragraphs 
name either a victim or beneficiary along with an issue. About half of the reports combine issues 
with a reasoning device; and, connections to a reasoning device and affected actor increase 
continuously and are made in in almost half of reports’ paragraphs of the last decade. As a result, 
the Wilderness Society gives its reader a better understanding of how the organization sees a 
certain issue with the potential to be more persuading in their annual reports. Next, I will 
examine how the group frames the issue of wilderness and wildlife protection and will 
subsequently discuss how the other issues connect to the organization’s core concern. 
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Wildlife and Wilderness Protection         
During the early years of America’s environmental movement, traditional conservation 
organizations had their unwavering focus on the protection of wild lands and its inhabitants; and, 
in its 80 years of environmental advocacy work the Wilderness Society has not taken its focus 
from this core cause. The group’s commitment to wildlife and wilderness protection remains 
strong with over 80 percent of annual report paragraphs dedicated to wildlife and wilderness 
issues during all three decades of this analysis. Also, the issue is presented with a well-developed 
issue-frame. Figure 26 shows that in each decade well over half of the paragraphs discussing 
wildlife and wilderness connect the issue with either a reasoning device or an affected actor. 
Indeed, an explicit reference regarding the natural places, its inhabitants, or affected people is 
given in at least three fourth of the paragraphs that cover wildlife and wilderness. A rich issue-
frame connecting the issue with a reasoning device and an affected actor is rather frequent as 
well, exceeding half of the paragraphs covering the issue in the 1990s and 2000s annual reports. 
 
Figure 26: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Issue-Frame in TWS Annual Report Paragraphs 
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 The Wilderness Society mostly presents the issue of wildlife and wilderness protection as 
a fight against human intrusion. Here, any form of resource or infrastructure development 
interfering with an otherwise untouched natural environment is seen as a concerning move. This 
presentation frames wildlife and wilderness protection in a nature-centered fashion, an issue-
frame that is embraced throughout this analysis when it comes to the wilderness issue. The 
nature-centered frame is supported by two additional reasoning devices that highlight ecological 
as well as non-economic values of wilderness. That is, wild places not only carry an intrinsic 
value, they need to be protected for their scenic beauty, spiritual properties, and as a safeguard 
for biodiversity regarding plant and animal species (Figure 27)22.  
 
Figure 27: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device in TWS Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Besides those three nature-focusing reasoning devices, the Wilderness Society also uses 
an economic argument especially during the first two decades of the analysis. The application of 
                                                          
22 The Wilderness Society regularly names various reasoning devices in one paragraph. As a result, for each decade 
the four most frequently used reasoning devices presented in Figure 4.5 exceed 100 percent when combined. 
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an economic argument when discussing the protection of wildlife and wilderness points to a 
human-centered frame since potential economic costs or benefits will be felt by people. 
However, in its frequency the argument pales regarding the more often applied nature-centered 
reasoning devices; and, the reference to nature as the dominating affected actor is another 
indicator that wildlife and wilderness protection is rooted in a nature-centered frame. 
 
Figure 28: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Affected Actor in TWS Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Figure 28 shows that 69 percent of annual reports paragraphs that name an affected actor 
consider nature. This can be a specific natural environmental such as a National Park, a forest, a 
lake, or a river. Here, the Wilderness Society does not discuss the issue in an abstract manner, 
but connects it to an actual place worth protecting. Two affected actor categories that are 
mentioned infrequently discuss the effects of wildlife and wilderness issues on humans and 
nature or focus solely on animals. The inclusion of humans presents the issue in a more holistic 
picture in which the protection of wild places is seen as beneficial to both, humans and nature. 
Animals as affected actors can help to give the issue a face, albeit the face of a bear or a spotted 
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owl. However, while both categories are used somewhat more frequently during the last two 
decades of the analysis, they never rival the strong position of nature as the number one affected 
actor which manifests a nature-centered frame regarding the issue of wildlife and wilderness 
protection. Humans are hardly ever named as an exclusive affected actor in the Society’s annual 
reports when wildlife and wilderness is discussed. In 30 years there are only 18 paragraphs that 
name humans (without nature) as an affected in combination with the wilderness issue. This 
underlines the group’s focus on nature when framing its environmental advocacy work.  
 
Figure 29: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in TWS Annual Report 
Paragraphs 
 
Based on the above mentioned connections to nature-centered reasoning devices and to 
nature as an affected actor, it is not surprising to find a nature-centered frame when all three 
variables are combined. The three most frequently named combinations of a reasoning device 
and affected actor argue against human interferences, consider benefits of biodiversity or 
protected habitat, or highlight non-economic values such as nature’s scenic beauty in general 
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while connecting those to an actual place. Figure 29 indicates that this place always lies in the 
natural environment; it can be a specific National Park or National Forest, a sea shore, or a 
mountain range. Following the most often named connection regarding a reasoning device, the 
group prominently considers how man-made development projects threaten the protection of a 
specific wild place and its wild inhabitants. This and the other combinations not only back a 
nature-centered frame; this particular combination exemplifies the traditional viewpoint of 
humans versus nature when it comes to wildlife and wilderness protection. Next, I will examine 
how other issues in the Wilderness Society’s annual reports align with the issue of wildlife and 
wilderness protection. Their close connections to the issue illustrate the organization’s 
commitment to a nature-centered frame not only in regard to wildlife and wilderness but in 
regard to various popular issues presented in the annual reports.  
 
Beyond Wildlife and Wilderness  
Following the issue of wildlife and wilderness protection, Alaska is the second most frequently 
named issue in the Wilderness Society’s annual reports. As indicated by its name, the issue of 
Alaska covers environmental issues that affect or relate to the state, and the Wilderness Society 
shows a heightened interest in the status of Alaska’s environment. During the 30 years of the 
analysis, the group’s reporting on Alaska peaked in its early 1980s annual reports. The issue 
never went away, however, and in the last two decades about 10 percent of the annual reports are 
dedicated to environmental concerns regarding the state. In 85 percent of paragraphs that cover 
Alaska the issue is connected to wildlife and wilderness, indicating that Alaska’s wilderness is at 
the forefront of the organization’s concerns. Figure 30 illustrates the close relation between the 
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Alaska issue and the issue of wildlife an wilderness; it also shows that wildlife and wilderness 
issues are covered much more broadly going well beyond the state of Alaska.  
 
Figure 30: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues in Connection with Alaska Issue in TWS Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 
Figure 31: Alaska Issue with Issue-Frame in TWS Annual Report Paragraphs 
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Based on the frequent combination of Alaska and wildlife and wilderness issues it is not 
surprising that the issue of Alaska shares a similar emphasis regarding its reasoning devices 
and/or affected actors (Figure 31). In both cases, the organization offers a well-developed issue-
frame with a solid majority of paragraphs that cover Alaska connecting to either one of the two 
or both variables. Following the issue of wildlife and wilderness protection, the Wilderness 
Society argues mostly against human interferences. Here, Alaska’s wildlife and wilderness might 
be disrupted through mining, logging, or other human development projects, and considers 
nature to be the prime victim of such interventions. Figure 32 shows that this argument is 
regularly connected to a specific location in Alaska, making the issue-frame even stronger. 
During the 1980s, the Wilderness Society also adopted an issue-frame that pointed at nature’s 
value as a place of habitat protection and biodiversity. While this particular issue-frame 
diminished in the subsequent decades the issue of Alaska is still strongly rooted in a nature-
centered frame. Again, a similar frame prevails for the issue of wildlife and wilderness protection 
in general confirming the close connection of the Alaska issue to the wildlife and wilderness 
issue. 
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Figure 32: Alaska Issue with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in TWS Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 Pollution is the third most frequently named issue in the Wilderness Society’s annual 
reports. However, only 4 percent of annual report paragraphs or 42 paragraphs total cover 
pollution issues indicating that the organization’s undivided attention is on issues that relate to 
wildlife and wilderness protection. Figure 33 shows that paragraphs that do cover pollution 
issues connect them frequently with wildlife and wilderness issues indicating that pollution 
issues are presented in a similar nature-centered frame. Indeed, pollution issues are connected to 
the same nature-centered reasoning devices that help to frame wildlife and wilderness issues, and 
“nature” along with “humans and nature” are the most frequently used affected actor categories. 
Based on those connections, pollution can be seen as an extension of wildlife and wilderness 
issues; it is the effect of air and water pollution in regard to wild places that is of most concern 
for the organization. Again, this presentation supports a nature-centered frame that is already 
applied for wildlife and wilderness issues; and, more importantly, the small number of 
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paragraphs covering pollution in the Society’s annual reports make it hard to speak on a well-
developed issue-frame for pollution. 
 
Figure 33: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues in Connection with Pollution Issues in TWS Annual Report 
Paragraphs 
 
 Lastly, the issue of global warming has been emerging in the second half of the 2000s 
resulting in the biggest upswing of any issue. Still, the coverage is not substantial. In 2008, 
global warming had its biggest share in annual report paragraphs with just 14 percent. Following 
the trend of the Alaska and pollution issues, global warming has been closely linked to wildlife 
and wilderness protection. For instance, nature is named as the exclusive affected actor in regard 
to global warming; the issue has been connected to the category in about two thirds of the annual 
report paragraphs that mention global warming. Not even half of the paragraphs that cover global 
warming connect the issue to a reasoning device. The reasoning devices that have been used 
follow the popular nature-centered arguments that have been named with the already discussed 
issues. As a result, while the Wilderness Society does introduce the widely discussed issue of 
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global warming, it does not diverge from its established frame that views all issues in a nature-
centered fashion.  
 
The Wilderness Society Conclusion 
In conclusion, the analysis of the Wilderness Society’s annual reports shows the group’s strong 
commitment to wildlife and wilderness protection indicating that the Society is essentially a one-
issue organization. Its mission is “to protect wilderness and inspire Americans to care for our 
wild places” and the group follows suit based on the campaigns and programs it presents in its 
annual reports. Furthermore, the issue of wildlife and wilderness protection is firmly rooted in a 
nature-centered frame in which the organization takes the opportunity to further explain to its 
annual report readers why the protection of wild places is necessary and important. In its 
presentation, the connection to humans as either the victim or beneficiary of a wild environment 
are rarely made; more often the Wilderness Society evokes the traditional humans versus nature 
paradigm in which humans are seen as the spoiler of a pristine wilderness based on their 
damaging (ab)use of nature. 
Following the wildlife and wilderness issues, the group most frequently covers issues in 
relation to the state of Alaska as well as pollution issues. Both issues are combined with wildlife 
and wilderness issues in most of its paragraphs and are presented in a nature-centered frame also. 
It needs to be emphasized though that neither issue comes close to rivaling the dominating 
position of the wildlife and wilderness issue and that, based on their close connection, they can 
be considered as another layer that helps to further define the Society’s presentation of wildlife 
and wilderness protection. That is, when combined to the issue of Alaska, wildlife and 
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wilderness protection is discussed in regard to the last wild frontier of the United States; and, 
when connected to pollution, the organization highlights a specific issue that contributes to the 
endangerment of wild places. The issues of energy and global warming complement the list of 
the five most frequently named issues in the Wilderness Society’s annual reports. But, their 
coverage remains peripheral and does not add a new facet to the group’s advocacy work with 
stays solely focused on nature. Here, the Wilderness Society differs from the other traditional 
conversation organization of this analysis, the Sierra Club, which, especially during the last 
decade, shifts toward new issues and a differing presentation. This has not been the case for the 
Wilderness Society. The group’s agenda from 1980 to 2010 remains constant and clear; its goal 
is to protect wild places for its own good.  
With the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and Friends of the Earth, I will 
now examine newer environmental organizations founded during the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
Their focus on polluted air, water, and soil and its effect on humans distinguishes the groups of 
this era from older conservationist organizations, and the following results will show whether 
those differences are apparent in the annual reports of the last 30 years as well.  
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Natural Resources Defense Council: Issues and Trends 
Results based on paragraphs of NRDC annual reports yield four core issues that enjoy the 
organization’s continued attention throughout the three decades of the analysis. The issues of 
pollution, wildlife and wilderness protection, international environmental protection, and energy 
are among the five most frequently named issues in every decade of the annual report’s analysis. 
The fifth most frequently cited issue overall has been toxic waste and chemicals (Figure 34). The 
toxin issue has been among the top five issues during the 1980s and 1990s, but the group’s 
emphasis on the issue starts to dwindle already during the 1990s (Figure 35).  
 
Figure 34: Top Five Issues in NRDC Annual Reports (1980-2010) 
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Figure 35: Top Six Issues in NRDC Annual Reports Decades 
 
Issues about energy and energy policy show the steepest incline in the analysis; while the 
issue has been the fifth most frequently cited issue in the 1980s annual reports, energy has been 
NRDC’s number one issue in the 2000s reports (Figure 35). Figure 36 shows that the steep rise 
of the energy issue is accompanied by the issue of global warming. Both issues are closely 
connected in NRDC’s annual reports; in over half of the cases global warming is mentioned in a 
report’s paragraph, the energy issue is named along with it. In the 2000s, global warming 
becomes the fifth most often named issue in the group’s reports (Figure 35). 
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Figure 36: Top Six Issues in NRDC Annual Reports Year by Year  
 
 The most frequently named environmental issue in the Natural Resources Defense 
Council’s annual reports is pollution followed by wildlife and wilderness protection, and energy. 
Both pollution and wildlife and wilderness protection have been important issues from the 
beginning, holding the number one and two spots in the 1980s and 1990s (Figure 35). During all 
three decades of the analysis both issues cover a substantial part of the organization’s annual 
reports and there is no indication that NRDC shifts its focus away from them. Indeed, Figure 35 
shows that the wildlife and wilderness issue increases its share in the reports over time. As 
already mentioned, energy becomes an important issue in the 2000s with substantially more 
citations compared to the earlier decades. The fourth most frequently named issue in the annual 
reports’ paragraphs is international environmental protection followed by toxin issues. The 
coverage of environmental issues beyond the U.S. borders increases in the last two decades 
compared to the 1980s. However, the issue never reaches the importance of pollution, wildlife 
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and wilderness, or energy in the organization’s reports. Finally, toxin issues were a special focus 
of NRDC in the 1980s, being the third most discussed issue of this decade. Since then, the 
organization shifted to other issues, notably energy and global warming, and in the 2000s annual 
reports, the issue of toxic waste and chemicals is not under the top five issues (Figure 35).  
 In its annual reports, the Natural Resources Defense Council tends to present an issue 
without a reasoning device and/or without an affected actor. For instance, a reader of the reports 
might learn about a litigation case regarding a violation of the Clean Water Act; but more often 
than not the paragraphs lack further information explaining the problem of the pollution case or 
naming affected actors, such as fish, nearby residents, or a certain body of water (e.g. the Hudson 
River). As a result, the presentation of the issues is rather technocratic without offering a 
narrative and, therefore, a frame. However, over the time span of this analysis, NRDC annual 
reports offer a narrative more often, especially through the inclusion of an affected actor (Figure 
37). 
 
Figure 37: Issues with Issue-Frames in NRDC Annual Reports 
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In all combinations, the biggest jump happens between the 1980s and 1990s. During the 
1980s, the annual reports focus on the outcomes of the organization’s advocacy work without 
telling a comprehensive story that includes reasons of why the work is important or who might 
be affected. Here, the reports seem to target an audience that is already familiar with the 
organization and its environmental advocacy work. In later decades, NRDC starts to incorporate 
arguments and victims when telling a story about a certain environmental issue such as pesticide 
use or the threatening of the gray wolf in Yellowstone. This renders the reports more compelling 
to an outside reader who might not be familiar or convinced by the group’s advocacy work. 
More importantly for this analysis, issues that are covered by NRDC are now presented in a 
more comprehensive issue-frame. Next, I will examine these issue-frames for the most 
frequently named environmental issues in the organization’s annual reports in further detail. It is 
important to stress though, that at least half of the issues covered in NRDC annual reports are not 
combined with a reasoning device and/or affected actor which leaves them without a well-
defined issue-frame in this analysis. 
 
Pollution 
 In NRDC annual reports, the most often discussed issue is pollution, followed by the issues of 
wildlife and wilderness protection, energy, and international environmental protection. Pollution 
has been a core issue of the Natural Resources Defense Council in all three decades analyzed in 
this research project; indeed, concerns about clean air and clean water played a key role in the 
founding of the organization (Adams & Adams, 2010). From 1980 to 2010, NRDC devotes 
about a quarter of its annual reports to pollution issues, and only in the coverage of the 2000s 
reports does pollution take second place to the issue of energy (Figure 35). For a more detailed 
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analysis of pollution, the issue has been divided in three subdivisions of (1) air pollution, (2) 
water pollution, and (3) pollution in general (Table 6). The general category has been coded 
when the pollution issue has not been further specified or when several kinds of pollution are 
presented together. In regard to the issues of clean air and clean water, the organization’s reports 
cover water pollution more often than air pollution. This is especially true when the issue of 
ocean pollution, a rather prominent issue within NRDC, is combined with the issue of inland 
water pollution. A little under half of the paragraphs citing pollution issues explicitly consider 
the pollution of inland water sources or the ocean23. Here, the groups’ emphasis is in line with 
the general public, whose worries about water-related problems regularly exceed worries about 
polluted air (Jones, 2012).  
 
Table 6: Coverage of Pollution Issue divided into its Sub-Categories in the NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 1980s 1990s 2000s Total (1980-2010) 
Pollution 
 
21% 
(N=32) 
46% 
(N=70) 
51% 
(N=67) 
39% 
(N=169) 
Air Pollution 
 
35%  
(N=53) 
26% 
(N=41) 
21% 
(N=24) 
26% 
(N=111) 
Water Pollution 
 
44% 
(N=69) 
28% 
(N=37) 
28% 
(N=35) 
33% 
(N=141) 
Water Pollution (including Oceans) 
 
49% 
(N=76) 
43% 
(N=59) 
46% 
(N=63) 
46% 
(N=198) 
 
In regard to pollution, the connection to a reasoning device and/or affected actor 
increases considerably over the time in NRDC annual reports’ paragraphs (Figure 38). While 
                                                          
23 The codebook does not include a category for ocean pollution, it does include a category for ocean and beach 
protection which has been used when ocean waters, beaches, and its inhabitants have been affected. When the 
ocean has been specifically affected by pollution, the paragraph contains codes for both issues, one for ocean and 
beach protection and one for pollution in general. The combination of the two issue-codings effectively creates a 
new category of ocean pollution. Ocean pollution has not been integrated in the water pollution category to 
ensure a better comparison to the public opinion data. Here, people are ask whether they worry about the 
pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs; thus, a limitation of the water pollution category of inland waters in the 
framing analysis makes it a better fit with the survey question.    
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such issue-frames have been lacking for the first analyzed decade, the group offers better 
developed issue-frames based on those connections especially during the 1990s and 2000s. In 
both decades, paragraphs about pollution issues are most often combined with the affected actor 
variable followed by the reasoning variable. Less than half of the paragraphs include an issue-
frame that connects all three variables: issue, reasoning device, and affected actor. Still, the use 
of such issue-frames nearly doubles from the 1980s to the 2000s indicating the organization’s 
willingness to better explain to the reader why and how an issue is important and who might feel 
its consequences. 
 
Figure 38: Pollution Issues with Issue-Frames in NRDC Annual Reports  
 
In paragraphs in which NRDC offers reasons of why pollution is a troublesome issue that 
needs to be considered, the most prominent argument has been public health. However, only 
about one quarter of the paragraphs discussing the issue of pollution use public health as a 
reasoning device, which shows that NRDC does not consider pollution to be synonymous with 
public health concerns (Figure 39). The reasoning device citing human impact to be the cause of 
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pollution in an otherwise intact natural environment is a distant second argument. A third 
reasoning device relates to economic arguments. Here, the organization reasons that pollution 
has a negative impact on the economy; for instance, polluted beaches harming the local tourism 
economy. Both combinations are cited in less than 10 percent of paragraphs naming pollution 
issues, but the economic argument is slightly and steadily increasing over the three decade period 
of this analysis.  
 
Figure 39: Pollution Issues with Reasoning Device in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs  
 
Combining pollution with concerns about public health frames the issue in a human-
centered fashion. Not surprisingly, the most often named affected actors of pollution in NRDC’s 
annual reports are humans. Figure 40 shows that humans have been named almost twice as often 
as nature to be victims of pollution. The mentioning of humans as affected actors doubles over 
the time span of this analysis, and during the 2000s annual reports 28 percent of paragraphs 
covering pollution connect the issue with the “humans” category. Paragraphs that name nature 
and humans as affected actors occur less frequently than paragraphs that exclusively consider 
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nature. Yet, like the “humans” category and unlike the “nature” category, the category of “nature 
and humans” increases steadily over time. It remains to be seen whether this more holistic 
approach toward pollution stressing effects on people and their surroundings becomes more 
prominent in the future. As of today, the findings underscore the organization’s emphasis of a 
human-centered frame in regard to the pollution issue.  
 
Figure 40: Pollution Issues with Affected Actor in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
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Figure 41: Pollution Issues with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Based on the presented findings, it is not surprising that the combination of pollution, 
public health, and humans as affected actors constitutes the most frequently used issue-frame 
when all three variables are connected (Figure 41). Such comprehensive issue-frames do not 
define the Natural Resources Defense Council’s annual reports, but especially this human-
centered issue-frame becomes more frequent over time. However, NRDC sees pollution not 
exclusively as a threat to humans and our public health. The group also considers how polluted 
air, water and land can harm the natural environment. In this context, humans, often in form of 
polluting corporate businesses, are predominately portrayed as the intruder and not the affected 
actor of pollution. Here, the main victim is nature, not humans, or nature and humans combined. 
While this nature-centered frame is present in the group’s annual reports, NRDC connects the 
issue of pollution strongly to a human-centered frame that highlights negative effects on public 
health and explicitly names humans as the most prominent victim (Figure 41). Therefore, the 
hypothesis that environmental organizations favor a nature-centered frame over a human-
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centered frame when discussing environmental degradation cannot be supported in regard to 
NRDC’s most frequently covered issue in its annual reports: pollution. 
 
Wildlife & Wilderness Protection 
After pollution, wildlife and wilderness protection is the second most mentioned issue in 
NRDC’s annual reports. The issue has been continuously a core issue of the organization, and 
based on this analysis its coverage increased over time (Figure 35 and Figure 36). In contrast to 
traditional environmental groups examined in this research project, the protection of wildlife and 
wilderness is not the dominant issue of the Natural Resources Defense Council, but one 
important issue among others. NRDC’s equal focus on toxin issues, pollution issues, and the 
protection of wildlife and wilderness can be explained by the organization’s roots. In the late 
1960s, smoggy cities, sewage invested waterways, and an imprudent use of pesticides left more 
and more people concerned about negative impacts on the natural and human health alike. This 
new environmental awareness yielded the formation of new environmental advocacy groups, 
among them NRDC and Friends of the Earth (Shabecoff, 2000). The organizations’ goal was to 
include both old and emerging environmental issues in their agenda. With this comprehensive 
approach, NRDC differed from older conservation organizations that were formed on the 
premise to protect America’s wild places and its inhabitants. Instead, those new environmental 
organizations considered wildlife and wilderness protection as one important environmental 
issue among many which is reflected in the findings of this research project.  
A similarity among all analyzed environmental advocacy groups is the organizations’ 
embrace of a nature-centered frame in regard to wildlife and wilderness protection. As can be 
seen in the following paragraphs, NRDC is no exception. Also, in its annual reports, wildlife and 
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wilderness issues are often presented in a well-developed issue-frame. From the 1980s to the 
2000s, over 50 percent of paragraphs mentioning the protection of wild lands connect the issue 
with a reasoning device, an affected actor, or both. In the last two decades, the share of such rich 
issue-frames becomes even higher, and the connection of all three variables occurs remarkably 
often (Figure 42). As a result, the organization offers the reader a more comprehensive viewpoint 
regarding wildlife and wilderness issues than it does for the pollution issue. 
 
Figure 42: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Issue-Frame in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
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Figure 43: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
When discussing the protection of wild lands in the annual reports, NRDC mostly reasons 
against human intrusion; that is, wildness and wildlife need to be protected from human 
exploitation such as logging, mining, or road building. The second most often used reasoning 
device argues in behalf of the lands’ ecological value. Here, wild lands need protection since 
they function as habitat for many wild species and safeguard biodiversity. Both reasoning 
devices are by far the most frequently named in this analysis (Figure 43). They are also used 
rather often in combination within one paragraph. In accordance with these popular reasoning 
devices, nature is the most frequently named victim in combination with the protection of 
wildlife and wilderness. The presentation of wildlife and wilderness issues in NRDC’s annual 
reports (as well as the other analyzed organizations) often connects the issues to an actual place 
that ought to be protected. Here, the organization avoids a rather general discussion of wildlife 
and wilderness protection that lacks the connection to a specific case. As an example, while the 
organization regularly advocates the protection of the Tongass Forest in Alaska (NRDC Annual 
Report 2000) or to save Yellowstone’s wolves (NRDC Annual Report 2010), it tends to present 
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issues of pollution or energy in more abstract terms failing to name affected actors that suffer 
because of related environmental degradation. In regard to wildlife and wilderness protection, 
over 80 percent of the paragraphs in the 1990s and 2000s discuss the issue while naming an 
affected actor explicitly (Figure 42). Over half of the paragraphs discussing wildlife and 
wilderness name nature as an affected actor following the other organizations to regularly 
advocate for an actual place in the natural environment when discussing wildlife and wilderness. 
The discussion of animals as affected actors in the organization’s annual reports has increased 
particularly in the most recent years of the analysis giving the articles a more emotional narrative 
compared to the overly technocratic language of the early reports. Humans have been named as 
victims as well, mostly in paragraphs that consider both humans and nature as victims of the 
degradation of wildlife and wilderness. However, negative effects on humans based on the loss 
of wild lands play a minor role in the discussion of the issue. 
 
Figure 44: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in NRDC Annual Report 
Paragraphs 
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In its reports, NRDC hardly names wildlife and wilderness issues without a reasoning 
device or affected actor, not surprisingly paragraphs with combinations of all three variables 
occur regularly as well. The most popular combinations tie together the above mentioned 
reasoning devices and affected actors presenting wildlife and wilderness in a distinctly nature-
centered issue-frame (Figure 44). Here, the NRCD advocates for a wild place in nature that 
either needs to be protected from human interference, or the group highlight the place’s 
ecological value. Arguments for habitat protection and biodiversity are also increasingly made 
with an affected animal species in mind. As a result, NRDC’s coverage of wildlife and 
wilderness protection in its annual reports supports this analysis’ hypothesis stating that 
environmental organizations focus on nature rather than humans when framing environmental 
issues. Furthermore, the group’s annual reports present the issue based on actual cases and 
affected actors, and not in an overly technocratic writing style that is often applied in NRDC’s 
annual reports. This narrative might be more captivating and better understood by a broad 
audience and might be more effective in attracting new supporters for the group’s environmental 
cause. 
 
International Environmental Protection  
A sizable portion of the Natural Resource Defense Council’s annual reports address 
environmental issues beyond U.S. borders. Environmental protection outside the United States 
has been under the top five issues in every decade examined and its coverage has slightly 
increased during the 1990s and 2000s (Figure 35). In the majority of cases, the issue has not been 
combined with a reasoning device or with an affected actor. The share of paragraphs that present 
an issue-frame increases with its coverage during the last two decades. Still, only 40 to 50 
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percent of the paragraphs connect international environmental protection to one of the two 
variables during this time-span. Connections with a reasoning device and an affected actor never 
exceed one third of the paragraphs covering the issue. Furthermore, since international 
environmental protection has a smaller share in the annual reports than pollution or wildlife and 
wilderness issues overall, the total number of paragraphs that present the issue in a well-defined 
issue-frame are rather low (Figure 45). As a result, it is harder to connect the issue of 
international environmental protection to a distinct nature-centered or human-centered frame 
compared to other popular issues of the reports. 
 
Figure 45: International Environmental Protection with Issue-Frame in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Despite those shortcomings, I will give a short overview of combinations with the most 
frequently used reasoning device and the most often named affected actor. Issue-frames that 
connect all three variables are very low in number and do not add new information to the 
analysis. Therefore, they will be omitted in this section. Instead, I will present connections to 
other issues further below. As shown in Figure 46, the most frequently mentioned reasoning 
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device for international environmental protection is the protection from human intrusion, 
followed by the argument that the international environment needs to be protected because of its 
ecological value. The two nature-related reasoning devices move in opposite directions; 
arguments against man’s harmful actions increase over time, while paragraphs highlighting 
habitat protection and biodiversity in the international environment decrease. However, it would 
be imprudent to consider a clear trend based on the low number of paragraphs presenting such 
combinations. With two nature-related reasons at the top it is not surprising that nature is the 
most frequently cited affected actor when it comes to international environmental protection. 
NRDC combines the issue with nature in 17 to 30 percent of the paragraphs with no discernible 
trend. All other affected actor categories are mentioned considerably less often, with no category 
having stable support over the 30-year time span (Figure 47).  
 
Figure 46: International Environmental Protection with Reasoning Device in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
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Figure 47: International Environmental Protection with Affected Actor in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
While the issue of international environmental protection has rather weak links to a 
reasoning device and/or affected actor, the issue has been combined with a host of other issues 
within a paragraph giving some indication about its context in the organization’s reports (Figure 
48). During the 1980s and 1990s, NRDC connected international environmental protection with 
the nuclear issue. The group’s main concerns dealt with the nuclear threat based on nuclear 
weapons that were (and still are) inherently international in scope. With the end of the Cold War, 
the focus shifted from the issue of nuclear weapons to the issue of global warming and energy 
use. In general, both issues have been increasingly covered in NRDC’s annual reports of the 
1990s and 2000s and have been increasingly linked to international environmental protection. 
This is especially true for the issue of renewable energy. In the 2000s annual reports, about 40 
percent of international environmental issues have been connected to renewable energy issues, 
namely projects NRDC supports in China. Here, China’s energy projects and policies are often 
presented as environmentally-friendly energy solutions of the future (NRDC Annual Report 
2004, 2006, 2010). Besides energy, international environmental protection is also frequently 
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connected to the issue of wildlife and wilderness protection. Wildlife and wilderness issues 
beyond the U.S. have been featured throughout the entire time span of this research project 
peaking in the reports of the late 1990s and early 2000s (Figure 48). 
 
Figure 48: International Environmental Protection in Connection with Other Issues in NRDC Annual Report 
Paragraphs 
 
In summary, the issue of international environmental protection shows strong 
connections to various other environmental issues in NRDC’s annual reports such as the issue of 
nuclear weapons and power, clean energy, and wildlife and wilderness protection. The issue of 
international environmental protection is infrequently connected to a specific reasoning device 
and/or an affected actor. Paragraphs that do combine the variables show a stronger connection to 
nature-related categories suggesting a nature-centered issue-frame. This nature-centered frame 
based on issue, reasoning device, and/or affected actor combinations is strengthened by the 
organization’s frequent coverage of wildlife and wilderness issues outside the United States.  
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Energy Issue  
In all three decades of this analysis, the issue of energy has been one of the five most discussed 
issues in the organization’s annual reports. While the coverage was moderate during the 1980s 
and 1990s, it spiked during the 2000s with energy being the most discussed issue in NRDC’s 
reports. About 30 percent of the report’s paragraphs address energy in the 2000s; this number 
doubled compared to the previous decade (Figure 35). In the analysis, the issue of energy has 
been divided into three sub-issues of (1) renewable energy and energy efficiency, (2) non-
renewable energy and energy inefficiency, and (3) energy issues not further specified (Table 7). 
In the analysis, more than one sub-issue can be named and coded per paragraph. The issues of 
non-renewable energy and renewable energy are regularly cited together suggesting that 
renewables are considered to be a viable solution to non-renewable energy sources such as fossil 
fuels.  
Table 7: Coverage of Energy Issue divided into its Sub-Categories in the Natural Resources Defense Council 
Annual Report Paragraphs24 
 1980s 1990s 2000s Total (1980-2000) 
Renewable Energy 73%  
(N=46) 
73% 
(N=53) 
77% 
(N=119) 
74% 
(N=218) 
Non-Renewable Energy 39% 
(N=23) 
25% 
(N=19) 
25% 
(N=40) 
30% 
(N=82) 
Energy (residual) 8% 
(N=5) 
22% 
(N=15) 
13% 
(N=19) 
14% 
(N=39) 
 
Table 7 shows NRDC’s clear focus on issues of renewable energy and energy conservation. 
During the 1980s renewables where mentioned about twice as often as non-renewable energy 
sources; this gap increased to three times as often during the 1990s and 2000s. The emphasis on 
innovative energy sources that will help to produce less and/or cleaner energy indicates NRDC’s 
                                                          
24 The accumulated percentage may exceed 100 percent since more than one sub-category can be coded per 
paragraph. 
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embrace of new technology and its possible contribution to a cleaner and healthier environment. 
For instance, in his memoire about NRDC, its co-founder John Adams lists “finding alternatives 
to petroleum for transportation, in the form of electric vehicles and plug-in hybrids; radically 
reducing the use of coal and exploring all possible technological options for burning it more 
cleanly-including burying harmful emissions safely through a process called carbon capture and 
storage; and developing renewable energy sources such as wind, solar and biofuels” as important 
elements when tackling emission reduction (Adams & Adams, 2010, p. 303). The organization’s 
annual reports not only discuss possible solutions offered by the energy sector; they also address 
the connection of non-renewable energy sources to a host of environmental problems, albeit to a 
lesser extent. This trend is exemplified when examining the combination of the energy issue with 
the issues of pollution or global warming in the annual reports. 
 
Figure 49: Energy Issues in Connection with Global Warming and Pollution in NRDC Annual Report 
Paragraphs   
151 
 
 
Figure 50: Renewable Energy Issues in Connection with Global Warming and Pollution in NRDC Annual 
Report Paragraphs   
 
When combined with another issue, energy is most frequently connected to the issue of 
global warming, followed by the issues of pollution (Figure 49). The link to both issues increases 
over time, and while pollution and energy is the most frequently cited combination in the 1990s, 
the global warming/energy combination has a bigger share during the last decade. The trend of 
an increasing energy/global warming combination is even more pronounced for the issue of 
renewable energy and energy efficiency. Figure 50 shows that within the issue of energy, 
renewable energy issues have a stronger connection with the issue of climate change compared 
to the renewable energy/pollution connection. Also, the paring with climate change issues 
increases over time, indicating a growing emphasis on climate change in NRDC’s annual reports. 
Again, the focus on renewable energy as a solution for climate change points to the 
organization’s emphasis on innovative solutions based on new technology. This can be 
considered as a more painless approach since the Natural Resources Defense Council is not 
asking the energy consumer for major sacrifices in his or her lifestyle.  
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Most paragraphs of NRDC’s annual reports that mention the issue of energy do not relate 
the issue to a reasoning device and/or an affected actor. Only about one third of the annual 
reports’ paragraphs that cover energy bolster the discussion of the issue with a reasoning device. 
The connections of energy issue/affected actor or energy issue/reasoning device/affected actor 
are very weak as well. Overall, the organization fails to name an affected actor in over 70 percent 
of paragraphs citing energy issues. At least three fourth of the paragraphs discussing the issue do 
not offer a comprehensive issue-frame based on the connection of all three variables. As a result, 
this researcher’s quest to determine a nature-centered or human-centered frame based on the 
connection of energy issues to a reasoning device and/or affected actor is greatly hampered by 
the small numbers of paragraphs presenting such combinations (Figure 51).  
 
Figure 51: Energy Issues with Issue-Frame in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
The reports’ paragraphs that do offer a reasoning device use economic arguments far 
more often than any other argument. The most frequently named affected actor is humans. 
Therefore, Figure 52 shows a human-centered issue-frame that highlights the economic impact 
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of the energy issue on humans. With its emphasis on renewable energy, the organization reasons 
that people can profit from a green energy sector or cost-saving energy efficient appliances. 
During the 2000s, NRDC adds public health concerns as another reasoning device of why energy 
issues should be considered. The argument, especially in combination with humans as an 
affected actor, occurs rarely; but, it also frames energy in a human-centered fashion.   
 
Figure 52: Energy Issues with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
In summary, NRDC annual reports increase their coverage of energy issues during the 
three decades that are part of this analysis with energy being the most frequently addressed issue 
in the 2000s annual reports. The data show that the organization’s focus is on renewable energy 
and energy efficiency. As a result, NRDC offers a solution-oriented approach highlighting new 
technology that can help to mitigate the problem of pollution and climate change, two issues that 
are prominently connected to energy issues in the group’s reports. In a majority of cases, energy 
issues are not presented with a reasoning device and/or an affected actor which weakens this 
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researcher’s ability to determine a nature-centered or human-centered frame. However, most of 
the reports’ paragraphs that give a reasoning device highlight economic virtues when discussing 
NRDC’s approach regarding energy issues. Likewise, humans are the most prominent affected 
actor in paragraphs that explicitly name one.  Hence, the few reasoning devices and affected 
actors that are mentioned either alone or in combination point toward a human-centered frame 
which does not support the hypothesis of this analysis.     
 
Toxin Issues 
The issue of toxin is the fifth most frequently named issue in NRDC’s annual reports overall; 
however, the coverage of toxin in waste or chemicals has been on the decline (Figure 35). In the 
1980s, the issue was the third most cited issue after pollution and wildlife and wilderness 
protection. In the organization’s annual reports of the 1990s, toxin issues were the fifth most 
frequently addressed issue; and in the 2000s annual reports it did not make the list of the top five 
issues. Compared to the issues of international environmental protection and energy, NRDC’s 
annual reports often connect the toxin issue to a reasoning device and/or affected actor. Figure 53 
shows that well-developed issue-frames based on such connections were rare during the 1980s, 
but since the 1990s at least half of the paragraphs covering toxins and often well above combine 
the issue with a reasoning device and/or affected actor.  
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Figure 53: Toxin Issues with Issue-Frame in NRDC Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
The most frequently named reasoning device by far is public health, that is, the Natural 
Resources Defense Council reasons that toxic waste and chemicals are detrimental to public 
health. Likewise, humans are the dominant category regarding the affected actor category; and 
together, the combination of the toxin issue, reasoning device, and affected actor bears a human-
centered frame highlighting how toxins negative impact people’s health. No other issue in the 
analysis of NRDC’s annual reports offers a clearer connection of one reasoning device (public 
health) and one affected actor category (humans). Since the issue of toxic waste and chemicals 
appears in a well-defined frame centering around humans and their health, the hypothesis that 
environmental organizations present issues in a nature-centered rather than a human-centered 
frame cannot be supported for the toxin issue in NRDC’s annual reports.         
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NRDC Conclusion 
The closer examination of NRDC’s five most popular environmental issues yields mixed results 
regarding the hypothesis that major environmental organizations’ predominately present 
environmental issues in a nature-centered rather than a human-centered frame. Based on my 
results, the Natural Resources Defense Council embraces a human-centered frame concerning 
the issues of pollution, toxic waste and chemicals, and energy while applying a nature-centered 
frame in regard to wildlife and wilderness protection as well as international environmental 
protection. The strength of the issue-frames varies since the annual reports omit a rich context 
based on additional reasoning devices and affected actors when discussing several environmental 
issues. Issues that are embedded in a particularly rich frame are wildlife and wilderness 
protection with a nature-centered frame and toxin issues with a human-centered frame. The issue 
of wildlife and wilderness protection is the second most popular issue of NRDC with a 
constantly high coverage throughout the 30 year time-span of this analysis. In contrast, toxin 
issues never reached the same coverage than wildlife and wilderness protection; and issues 
regarding toxic waste and chemicals have been mentioned substantially less over the years. 
However, the closely related issue of pollution has always been a top priority of NRDC, and with 
its strong emphasis on a rich human-centered frame during the 1990s and 2000s it seems like the 
issue is filling the void of a withering, yet distinctly human-centered toxin issue. Based on these 
results, the null-hypothesis cannot be rejected. The Natural Resources Defense Council uses both 
human-centered and nature-centered frames when discussing its most pressing environmental 
issues in the organization’s annual reports.        
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Friends of the Earth: Issues and Trends   
International environmental protection is the most frequently named issue in Friends of the 
Earth’s annual reports spanning from 1980 to 2010. The issue is followed by pollution issues and 
the protection of wildlife and wilderness, which are each covered in 17 percent of the annual 
report paragraphs. The fourth most frequently mentioned issue is energy while issues regarding 
toxic waste and toxic chemicals complete the list of the top five issues named in the group’s 
reports (Figure 54).  
 
Figure 54: Top Five Issues in FOE Annual Reports  
 
In comparison with the other analyzed environmental organizations, the coverage of issues in 
Friends of the Earth’s annual reports is quite evenly distributed. The top issue of international 
environmental protection covers just 19 percent of the annual reports, a 10 percentage point 
difference to the fifth most frequently named issue of toxin. This even distribution points to a 
rather broad agenda of Friends of the Earth with no specific issue dominating their advocacy 
work. This trend is supported by the group’s primary focus on environmental protection outside 
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the United States. Here, the unifying factor consists in the international scope of a multitude of 
issues that can range from the protection of whales through better international treaties to helping 
indigenous groups in Indonesia suffering from “environmental destruction and cultural and 
economic impoverishment” caused by nearby mining operations (Friends of the Earth. Annual 
Report, 1998, p. 4; Freinds of the Earth. Annual Report, 1980). 
 
Figure 55: Top Six Issues in FOE Annual Report Decades 
 
159 
 
 
Figure 56: Top Six Issues in FOE Annual Reports Year by Year 
 
Figure 55 shows that each decade emphasized a different issue in Friends of the Earth’s 
annual reports. International environmental protection is the most frequently named issue 
overall, but the group’s focus on international issues clearly developed during the mid-1980s and 
piqued during the1990s making it the number one issue of the latter (Figure 55 and Figure 56). 
During the 1980s, Friends of the Earth emphasized wildlife and wilderness protection in its 
annual reports. The issue’s coverage ebbed and flowed throughout the analysis, but it never 
gained the same prominence it had during the first decade (Figure 55). The most frequently cited 
issue of the 2000s is pollution being the only issue that steadily gained in coverage in each 
decade of the group’s annual reports. As already mentioned, many national environmental 
organizations founded in the late 1960s and early 1970s sought to broaden the scope of 
traditional conservation organizations with the goal to include issues such as bad air, water 
pollution, and hazardous toxics into their agenda (Gottlieb, 2005). In this analysis, findings 
regarding both organizations of the era, NRDC and Friends of the Earth, support this claim since 
both groups cover pollution and toxin issues prominently in their annual reports. While toxin 
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issues are never at the top of the list in Friends of the Earth’s annual reports, they were regularly 
featured covering around 10 percent of the reports throughout the 30 year analysis. Figure 56 
also shows that a decrease in citations of wildlife and wilderness issues especially during the 
second half of the 2000s which is accompanied by a heightened interest in the issues of energy 
and global warming. This increased focus on energy and climate change in recent years 
establishes a trend that has been examined in all analyzed organizations to various degrees. 
Friends of the Earth takes a middle path. The group highlights the issue of global warming in 
2008 and 2010, but without ignoring its core issues of the past and offering an eclectic mix of 
environmental issues in all of its annual reports. Before each issue and its issue-frames will be 
examined in further detail, the study will give an overview of Friends of the Earth’s general 
application of issue-frames based on the combination of issue, reasoning device, and affected 
actor variables.  
Rich issue-frames are based on the connection of an issue with both variables; however, 
such issue-frames are rarely presented in Friends of the Earth’s annual reports. Figure 57 shows 
that only 20 percent of paragraphs in the organization’s annual reports combine issues with a 
reasoning device and affected actor. Connections to either of those two variables are more 
common, but Friends of the Earth still foregoes the chance to present an issue with either an 
additional argument or with an affected actor in the majority of its annual report paragraphs.  
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Figure 57: Issues with Issue-Frame in FOE Annual Report Decades 
 
The following paragraphs discuss each of the five most frequently named issues in 
further detail showing whether weak issue-frames are particular to only certain issues or whether 
they are a shared character trait of all issues presented in the group’s annual reports. As an 
alternative to issue-frames based on issue, reasoning device, and/or affected actor combinations 
the analysis of Friends of the Earth’s reports will include the examination of issue-to-issue 
connections. 
 
International Environmental Protection 
In its annual reports, Friends of the Earth devotes a considerable share of its coverage to 
environmental issues outside the United States. This focus on international issues reflects the 
vision of its founder and first executive director David Brower. After Brower’s tumultuous 
break-up with the Sierra Club where he served as their first executive director, he soon joined 
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forces with other environmentalists in the Bay Area establishing Friends of the Earth in 1969. 
With this new environmental organization, Brower strived to extend the agenda beyond wildlife 
and wilderness protection and to broaden the scope onto the international scene. His engagement 
with Friends of the Earth, however, grew contentious during the 1980s and Brower left the 
organization to work for his Earth Island Institute in 1985 (Turner, 1986; Turner, 2015). The 
group’s commitment to international issues, however, and its vision to incorporate non-
traditional issues into the work of an environmental organization remain today (Pica, 2011). 
 Even though international environmental protection is the most frequently named issue in 
Friends of the Earth’s annual reports, the group’s increased interest during the 30 years of this 
analysis started only in 1986. This is somewhat surprising given Brower’s strong commitment to 
environmental protection beyond U.S. borders. One reason for the group’s inward look during 
the early 1980s can likely be attributed to changes in the domestic political landscape. The newly 
elected President Ronald Reagan, in the eyes of many environmental advocacy groups, started an 
onslaught on environmental policy achievements of the 1970s. This change in policy was loudly 
criticized by the environmental movement culminating in the ousting of Interior Secretary James 
Watt. Friends of the Earth’s annual reports of the early 1980s covered Reagan’s anti-
environmental course extensively while neglecting international issues25. As a result, the group’s 
sparse coverage of international environmental protection issues can be seen as an outlier and not 
as a representation of Friends of the Earth’s internationally geared agenda. 
 After those early reports, the coverage of international environmental protection rose; 
and, it became the first and second most frequently cited issue in the group’s annual reports 
                                                          
25 Due to availability, this analysis only includes annual reports of 1980, 1981, 1982, and 1986. It was during those 
early years that many environmental organizations started its criticism and campaign against President Reagan and 
especially against Secretary Watt who was forced to step down in 1983.    
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during the 1990s and 2000s (Figure 55). However, Friends of the Earth fails to regularly connect 
the issue to a reasoning device and/or affected actor variable, missing the chance to present 
international environmental protection in a well-developed issue-frame. Figure 58 shows that 
only about one third of the paragraphs or less combine the issue to either of the two variables; 
connections to a reasoning device and an affected actor are even rarer.  
 
Figure 58: International Environmental Protection with Issue-Frame in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
When using a reasoning device, Friends of the Earth uses a rather broad mix while 
bolstering the importance of the issue of international environmental protection. The offered 
arguments range from the need to protect the environment outside the U.S. from human 
interferences and development to the claim that the international environment needs to be 
protected as a common good for all and not be used and abused by special corporate interest. 
However, each reasoning device is used in only a dozen or less paragraphs. As a result, Friends 
of the Earth does not stay with a dominant narrative concerning international environmental 
protection which makes it impossible to determine whether the issue is presented in a in a nature-
centered or human-centered frame based on connections to a reasoning device.  
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Figure 59: International Environmental Protection with Affected Actor in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
The same difficulty arises in regard to the affected actor variable. Figure 59 shows that 
Friends of the Earth mostly considers effects on both humans and nature when discussing 
international environmental protection; but, the share of paragraphs connecting the issue with 
any of the categories is low overall. With the emphasis on nature and humans, the group 
embraces a holistic approach to environmental advocacy work seeing both actors as victims of 
environmental degradation. This view point does not adhere to the longstanding dichotomy of 
humans versus nature when it comes to environmental protection; a dichotomy that also informs 
the applied nature-centered and human-centered frames. Instead, Friends of the Earth sees 
problems relating to environmental degradation as a plight for nature and the people living in it. 
It remains to be seen whether this holistic frame is unique to environmental issues outside the 
U.S. which often cover areas of the developing world and its impoverished communities.  
Another option to examine the context in which international environmental protection is 
presented by the organization is to look at issue-to-issue connections. The exploration of this 
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alternative issue-frame aims to give better insight regarding Friends of the Earth’s view of 
environmental problems outside the U.S. since connections to a reasoning device and/or affected 
actor are rarely given. When examining issues that pair with international environmental 
protection, we learn that there is no issue-to-issue connection that clearly defines international 
issue in the annual reports. Rather, results point to a host of issues that are moderately associated 
with environmental concerns abroad. The four issues most frequently combined with 
international environmental protection are social and economic justice, wildlife and wilderness 
protection, energy issues, and pollution. Among those issues, a moderate connection exists at 
best between international environmental protection and social justice issues as illustrated in 
Figure 60. The graph shows that the trend lines of both issues move loosely together during the 
30 year time-span of this analysis. The issue of social and economic justice points to a human-
centered frame since it moves the focus toward the issue of inequality and the exploitation of 
land and its people often by international corporations. However, the lose connection between 
international environmental protection and social and economic justice is not strong enough to 
consider issues of environmental concerns beyond the U.S. to be clearly framed in a human-
centered fashion.  
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Figure 60: International Environmental Protection in Connection with Social and Economic Justice Issues in 
FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Friends of the Earth fails to strongly connect the issue of international environmental 
protection to a reasoning device and/or affected actor missing the opportunity to present the issue 
with a compelling story line. As a result, no clear nature-centered or human-centered issue-frame 
can be determined describing how Friends of the Earth presents international environmental 
protection. If any, the group applies a more holistic approach highlighting natural and human 
victims of environmental degradation. The following discussion of other popular issues in the 
groups’ annual reports will show whether this holistic approach is unique to the presentation of 
the international environmental protection issue, or whether it informs the groups’ entire 
advocacy work.  
 
Pollution 
With 242 citations in Friends of the Earth’s annual report paragraphs, pollution is the second 
most frequently named issue in this analysis. The coverage of the issue increased steadily from 
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decade to decade and in the 2000 annual reports pollution was mentioned more often than any 
other issue (Figure 55). The pollution issue has been divided into three sub-categories of water 
pollution, air pollution and a general pollution category that either fails to specify the issue or 
that combines various pollution issues in one paragraph. Table 8 shows that over half of the 
paragraphs citing pollution issues fall under the general pollution category. In regard to air and 
water pollution, the organization’s focus lies on water pollution following the trend of other 
environmental organization of this analysis. This is especially true for annual reports of the 
1990s and 2000s which offer more robust results based on more paragraphs and, thus, a larger 
sample size. The group’s emphasis on clean water also reflects the concerns of the general public 
which worries more about water pollution than air pollution (see public opinion chapter). 
Table 8: Coverage of Pollution Issue divided into its Sub-Categories in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 1980s 1990s 2000s Total (1980-2010) 
Pollution 
(unspecified) 
55% 
(N=9) 
54% 
(N=67) 
58% 
(N=60) 
56% 
(N=136) 
Air Pollution 28% 
(N=7) 
8% 
(N=9) 
15% 
(N=14) 
17% 
(N=30) 
Water Pollution 18%  
(N=8) 
38% 
(N=40) 
27% 
(N=28) 
28% 
(N=76) 
 
While Friends of the Earth increases its coverage of pollution issues continuously, it does 
not increase its share of a rich issue-frame based on connections to a reasoning device and/or 
affected actor. During the 1990s and 2000s, just under half of the paragraphs presenting pollution 
issues combine them with either of the two variables; a well-developed issue-frame based on all 
three variables appears in about one quarter of the paragraphs (Figure 61). Friends of the Earth 
presents pollution issues more often in connection with a reasoning device and/or affected actor 
compared to the group’s most popular issue of international environmental protection. However, 
with a majority of paragraphs that fail to put pollution into context, the organization misses again 
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the chance to offer its annual report readers a comprehensive issue-frame that helps to better 
understand the relevance of the issue and gives further explanations of who might be affected. 
The connection of pollution issues with a reasoning device and an affected actor are so low in 
number, they will not be discussed in further detail in this analysis. 
 
Figure 61: Pollution Issues with Issue-Frame in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Annual report paragraphs that do connect pollution to a reasoning device variable tend to 
present the issue in a human-centered frame. As seen in Figure 62, public health concerns are the 
most frequently named reasoning device in all three decades of this analysis followed by the 
reasoning devices of “economic argument” and “human intrusion”. Besides the argument that 
pollution negatively affects public health, arguments that consider how pollution relates to our 
economy frame the issue in a human-centered fashion. Here, Friends of the Earth might discuss 
the cost of a proposed power plant implying that such cost bare relevance for the taxpayer and 
not for nature per se. While Friends of the Earth presents pollution mostly in a human-centered 
frame, effects on nature are not ignored. The group applies a nature-centered issue-frame in its 
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“human intrusion” reasoning device which becomes more popular in the 1990s and 2000s annual 
reports.  
 
Figure 62: Pollution Issues with Reasoning Device in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Figure 63 shows that humans are the most often cited affected actor regarding pollution 
issues; however, their share in paragraphs that connect pollution to an affected actor declines 
especially during the 2000 annual reports. In contrast, Friends of the Earth’s focus on nature as 
an affected actor increases over time, and in the last decade nature becomes the most frequently 
named affected actor displacing humans from the top position. Following the group’s emphasis 
on both humans and nature as affected actors concerning international environmental protection 
it is not surprising to examine a rather strong showing of this category when it comes to 
pollution. Again, the category supports the consideration that humans and nature equally benefit 
from environmental protection and breaks with the dominating view point that the protection of 
the environment is a humans versus nature issue. As a result, human-centered and nature-
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centered issue-frames are not readily applicable concerning issues that are equally considered to 
affect the human and natural environment. In the organization’s annual reports pollution issues 
are presented as affecting both humans and nature; they also are decreasingly connected to 
humans as affected actors and increasingly connected to nature as an affected actor. Therefore, 
this analysis does not render conclusive results whether Friends of the Earth frames pollution in a 
human-centered or nature-centered fashion based on its relation to a reasoning device and/or 
affected actor. 
 
Figure 63: Pollution Issues with Affected Actor in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Wildlife and Wilderness Protection 
Wildlife and wilderness protection is the third most cited issue in Friends of the Earth’s annual 
reports. The issue was broadly featured in the group’s 1980s annual reports and subsequently lost 
coverage during the following decades (Figure 55). But, wildlife and wilderness protection never 
171 
 
fell into oblivion; indeed, it is the only issue, besides international environmental protection that 
is among Friends of the Earth’s top five issues in each decade of this analysis.  
In comparison to the group’s most frequently named issues of international 
environmental protection and pollution, wildlife and wilderness protection offers rather well 
developed issue-frames based on the connection to a reasoning device and/or affected actor. In 
its annual reports, Friends of the Earth bolsters its call for better protected wild lands with an 
argument in about two thirds of its paragraphs. Connections to an affected actor are equally 
strong; and in about half of its annual report paragraphs, Friends of the Earth names a reasoning 
device and an affected actor to further their point for wildlife and wilderness protection (Figure 
64). The frequent use of a reasoning device and/or affected actor variable presents the wildlife 
and wilderness issue in well-defined issue-frames, and gives the annual report readership a 
clearer picture of the group’s viewpoints which can help to rally more support for their advocacy 
work.  
 
Figure 64: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Issue-Frame in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
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The claim that human actions such as logging, mining, or other infrastructure projects 
interfere with the protection of wildlife and wilderness is the most frequently used reasoning 
device in Friends of the Earth’s annual reports. Figure 65 shows that well over one third of the 
paragraphs that present the issue chose “human intrusion”. The second most frequently named 
reasoning device points at the ecological values such as habitat protection and biodiversity that 
are provided by wild places. Together, the two reasoning devices present wildlife and wilderness 
protection in a nature-centered frame. This issue-frame has been adopted by all environmental 
organizations in this analysis when it comes to wildlife and wilderness protection. While the 
traditional nature-centered frame dominates, Friends of the Earth increasingly includes an 
economic argument when discussing wildlife and wilderness issues. Here, the issue is not only 
considered to benefit nature but to benefit humans as well since it is their pocketbook that can 
profit when a scenic wild place is used to make revenue. It will be interesting to see whether 
such a business approach will be embraced more in the future.  
 
Figure 65: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
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Nature is the most often cited affected actor concerning the protection of wildlife and 
wilderness supporting a nature-centered frame (Figure 66). Here, Friends of the Earth explicitly 
names a river, a mountain range, or a forest urging that those wild places need not to become 
victims of environmental degradation. Nature is the most frequently named affected actor in all 
decades of this analysis, but the group’s outlook seems to change somewhat during the 1990s 
and 2000s. In both decades, Friends of the Earth starts to include humans and considered them to 
be affected by wildlife and wilderness protection as well. To mention humans explicitly or 
humans and nature together as an affected actor indicates a shift since it implies that wild places 
need to be protected for people’s benefits also and not only for nature’s sake. Following the trend 
that includes economic arguments in the presentation of the issue, it remains to be seen whether 
this focus on humans continues in the future. 
 
 
Figure 66: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Affected Actor in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
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The above mentioned issue-frames connecting wildlife and wilderness issues with a 
reasoning device or an affected actor show that the organization presents the issue in a nature-
centered fashion. Therefore, it is not surprising to find a nature-centered frame when all three 
variables are combined. In its most common connection, Friends of the Earth names a certain 
place such as a national forest or river and explains how man-made interferences can jeopardize 
the health of this natural environment (Figure 67). In each decade, the organization’s annual 
reports offer such a rich-issue frame in about one quarter of its paragraphs giving the readers a 
clear example of their advocacy work. Besides the worry about human intrusion, Friends of the 
Earth argues for ecological benefits while connecting this reasoning device to a specific wild 
place as well. When discussing the need for habitat protection and biodiversity, the organization 
can include humans as an affected actor since biodiversity is beneficial for the medical field and 
protected habitat can be enjoyed by nature lovers. Friends of the Earth names both humans and 
nature as affected actors when considering ecological values and when exploring economic 
arguments especially during the 1990 annual reports. Still, in its discussion of why wildlife and 
wilderness protection is important, nature remains the main affected actor which underlines the 
group’s presentation of wildlife and wilderness protection in a nature-centered frame. 
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Figure 67: Wildlife and Wilderness Issues with Reasoning Device and Affected Actor in FOE Annual Report 
Paragraphs 
  
Energy 
Energy is the group’s fourth most frequently named issue and while energy issues were 
discussed only sparsely during the 1990s, they enjoy a broad coverage in Friends of the Earth’s 
annual reports of the 1980s and particularly the 2000s (Figure 55). Along with the issue of 
pollution, energy is divided in three subcategories of non-renewable energy and energy 
inefficiency, renewable energy and energy efficiency, and a general category in which energy 
issues are not further specified (Table 9). In all three decades, Friends of the Earth emphasizes 
the issue of non-renewable energy over the issue of renewable energy. That is, the group 
predominantly reports about non-renewable energy sources such as fossil fuels that are 
considered harmful to our environment. Over the time span of the analysis, Friends of the Earth 
increases its coverage of renewable energy often considered to be the solution to fossil fuels; but, 
renewables never gain the popularity of non-renewable energy issues in the group’s annual 
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reports. Here, Friends of the Earth differs from both the Sierra Club and NRDC which strongly 
focus on new energy solutions especially in their most recent annual reports. 
Table 9: Coverage of Energy Issue divided into its Sub-Categories in Friends of the Earth Annual Report 
Paragraphs 
 1980s 1990s 2000s Total (1980-2010) 
Energy (unspecified) 24% 
N=11 
11% 
N=4 
6% 
N=6 
14% 
N=21 
Non-renewable energy 51% 
N=16 
63% 
N=29 
55% 
N=46 
56% 
N=91 
Renewable Energy 25% 
N=14 
26% 
N=6 
40% 
N=37 
30% 
N=57 
 
 The group presents energy issues with a reasoning device and/or affected actor in less 
than half of the paragraphs covering energy in its annual reports (Figure 68). This lack of well-
developed issue-frames reflects the norm rather than the exception regarding environmental 
issues presented in Friends of the Earths annual reports. But, it is a comprehensive issue-frame 
connecting an issue with a reasoning device and/or affected actor that helps to better present the 
group’s viewpoints with the goal to better educate and convince its readers. Such a rich issue-
frame does not do define the presentation of the energy issue in Friends of the Earth’s annual 
reports. Alternatively, this researcher will examine issue-to-issue combinations later in this 
chapter since they can offer an alternative issue-frame while presenting the top environmental 
issues in context.            
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Figure 68: Energy Issues with Issue-Frame in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 Friends of the Earth connects energy more often with a reasoning device than with an 
affected actor; and the most commonly used reasoning device presents energy in economic and 
not strictly in environmental terms. The most frequently used reasoning device considers 
economic arguments when discussing energy which presents the issue in a human-centered 
frame. Figure 69 shows that the consideration of energy issues as either hurting or helping 
someone’s pocket book increases over time in the annual report paragraphs. An issue-frame that 
combines the issue of energy with an economic argument while explicitly naming humans as 
affected actors would have created an even more compelling human-centered frame.  
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Figure 69: Energy Issues with Reasoning Device in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Human intrusion follows as the second most frequently cited reasoning device in the 
group’s annual reports. Here, the extraction of energy resources is seen as human interference in 
an otherwise unspoiled natural environment presenting the issue in a nature-centered frame. The 
frame is supported further since about half of the paragraphs that pair energy issues with the 
reasoning device of human intrusion add nature as an affected actor. While these results point to 
a comprehensive nature-centered frame, they need to be considered based on their absolute 
number of occurrences. 13 paragraphs combine energy issues with the reasoning device of 
human intrusion overall; and only 6 paragraphs name additionally an actual river, lake or 
mountain range, that will be affected by such resource extraction. Therefore, the framing of 
energy in nature-related terms is considerable weakened by the low number of paragraphs that do 
offer this connection in the group’s annual reports.      
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 Only 20 percent of paragraphs overall that cover energy connect the issue to an affected 
actor. As a result, Friends of the Earth fails to clearly associate victims or beneficiaries in regard 
to energy issues, be it humans or nature. Furthermore, paragraphs that do name an affected actor 
are somewhat evenly split between the three categories of “Humans,” “Nature,” and “Nature and 
Humans”. This makes it impossible to determine whether energy is presented in a human-
centered or a nature-centered frame based on the affected actor variable. If there is a trend, it is 
the group’s continued emphasis on humans and nature when considering energy or other 
environmental issues. In this analysis, Friends of the Earth is the only organization that 
prominently talks about effects on both humans and nature embracing a holistic view point that 
cannot be captured in a human-centered versus nature-centered frame. The organization’s unique 
view point and the infrequent connection to a reasoning device and/or affected actor make it 
difficult to determine a clear issue-frame when it comes to energy issues in the group’s annual 
reports.  
 Since Friends of the Earth’s annual reports lack well-developed issue-frames in regard to 
energy, I will turn to issue-to-issue connections examining whether they help to better explain 
the framing of the energy issue in the reports. Figure 70 shows a relation to global warming, 
especially during the 2000 annual reports. Friends of the Earth covered energy issues regularly 
during the 1980s and 2000s while decreasing its coverage substantially during the 1990s. The 
issue of climate change only emerged in the last decade of this analysis and in about one quarter 
of paragraphs discussing energy issues during this time the two issues have been linked together. 
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Figure 70: Energy Issues in Connection with Energy Issues in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
In the analysis, energy issues have been divided into three sub-categories and among 
these sub-categories the issue of non-renewable energy is generally viewed as an environmental 
concern while the issue of renewable energy presents a solution to a degrading environment. In 
combination with global warming, the issue of fossil fuels and energy inefficient cars and 
appliances is considered to be one of its root causes. Accordingly, renewable energy sources as 
well as cars featuring new, environmentally-friendly technology are seen as a viable solution to 
climate change (Friends of the Earth. Annual Report, 2006, p. 6). In its reports, Friends of the 
Earth connected both sub-categories to the issue of global warming; thus, energy sources are 
considered to be both a problem and a solution when it comes to climate change (Figure 70).  
 Weak connections to a reasoning device and/or affected actor leave the issue of energy 
without a well-defined issue-frame, and while the combination to global warming presents the 
issue in a better context it does not warrant a clear connection to either a human-centered or a 
nature-centered frame. The extraction and use of energy as discussed in the group’s annual 
reports is inherently connected to humans since we are the ones utilizing those resources. But, 
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the group does not settle on one affected actor and seems to embrace a more holistic approach 
considering effects on all living creatures. While highlighting the link between energy and global 
warming, Friends of the Earth and other environmental organizations suggest that humans are a 
crucial contributor to a changing climate. This finding helps to establish the group’s viewpoints 
regarding climate change; it does not help to determine whether energy is presented in a human-
centered or nature-centered frame. As a result, it becomes clearer that the presentation of energy 
issues as well as other prominent issue in Friends of the Earth’s annual reports do not fit the 
established issue-frames used in this analysis. Instead, the group considers all the earth, nature, 
and humans when discussing environmental protection.            
 
Toxin Issue   
Issues regarding toxic waste and toxic chemicals are the fifth most frequently mentioned issue in 
Friends of the Earth’s annual reports. While the issue never gains the prominence of wildlife and 
wilderness or pollution issues, it has a steady share of 8 to 10 percent in the reports (Figure 55). 
Overall, toxin issues connect to a reasoning device or affected actor in about half of the 
paragraphs covering the issue which yields rather well-developed issue-frames especially in 
comparison to other issues in the analysis of Friends of the Earth’s annual reports. An issue-
frame that combines all three variables, issue, reasoning device, and affected actor, can be found 
in about a third of paragraphs covering toxin (Figure 71).  
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Figure 71: Toxin Issues with Issue-Frame in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 
Figure 72: Toxin Issues with Reasoning Device in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
 Figure 72 illustrates that Friends of the Earth connects toxin issue strongly with concerns 
about public health and public safety. Public health is the most frequently used reasoning device. 
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Indeed, in the last decade more than half of the paragraphs mentioning the issue highlight 
negative health effects associated with toxic substances. During the 1990s, Friends of the Earth 
equally alerts about public health and public safety when it comes to toxin issues. Here, toxic 
waste and chemicals are not only considered to be detrimental to people’s health, they are also 
seen as the cause of more immediate danger especially to people working with those substances. 
For instance, the group reports about deaths and severe injuries resulting from work related 
accidents in facilities of the chemical industry (Friends of the Earth. Annual Report, 1990, p. 24). 
Based on the emphasis on the public’s health and safety, toxin issues are clearly framed in a 
human-centered fashion in the group’s annual reports.  
 The human-centered frame regarding toxin issues is supported when examining the 
issue’s connection to an affected actor. Since public health and public safety are major concerns 
of the group, it is not surprising that humans are the most frequently mentioned affected actor 
when Friends of the Earth discusses toxin issues (Figure 73). The second most frequently used 
affected actor names humans and nature together. Here, the group takes again a more holistic 
approach in its discussion of environmental issues. In regard to toxins, Friends of the Earth might 
report how chemical runoff pollutes a stream or the ocean as well as people living in the 
communities nearby. While the observation of an affected human and an affected natural 
environment seems to be very straightforward, it is rarely the focus of many environmental 
organizations. 
 Finally, a rich issue-frame based on the combination of issue, reasoning device, and 
affected actor most frequently connects the issue of toxins with public health concerns while 
explicitly listing humans as affected actors. Here, Friends of the Earth adopts a clear human-
centered frame when presenting the toxin issue. But, only a total of 22 paragraphs offer this 
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particular issue-frame over the 30 year analysis accounting for 20 percent of paragraphs that 
cover toxic chemicals and waste in the annual reports. Those low numbers somewhat weaken the 
results of a well-defined issue-frame that otherwise points clearly to a human-centered frame 
when it comes to toxins.   
 
Figure 73: Toxin Issues with Affected Actor in FOE Annual Report Paragraphs 
 
Friends of the Earth Conclusion 
The most frequently named issues in Friends of the Earth’s annual reports are the issues of 
international environmental protection, pollution, wildlife and wilderness protection, energy, and 
toxin. Among those five issues only wildlife and wilderness protection along with the issue of 
toxic waste and chemicals offer a well-defined issue-frame as established in this analysis. Based 
on the connection to a reasoning device and/or affected actor, wildlife and wilderness protection 
is presented in a nature-centered frame while toxin issues are defined by a human-centered 
frame. The three remaining issues, international environmental protection, pollution, and energy, 
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fail to strongly connect to a reasoning device and/or affected actor. One reason might be that 
Friends of the Earth fails to present those issues with a spin missing the chance to better explain 
to its audience why these issues are relevant and who is affected.  Another reason might be that 
no reasoning device and/or affected actor adequately captures the framing of said issues. 
Regarding the affected actor variable, the issue of international environmental protection 
frequently lists both humans and nature as affected by environmental degradation. Also, the issue 
of pollution connects to reasoning devices as well as to affected actor categories that suggest a 
human-centered and a nature-centered frame simultaneously even though the two issue-frames 
are considered to be mutually exclusive. Here, Friends of the Earth embraces a viewpoint that 
considers humans and nature not as adversaries when it comes to environmental protection but as 
victims and beneficiaries affected by the same cause. Many environmental organizations feature 
this holistic approach in their mission statements, but they remain in the humans versus nature 
paradigm when pushing for environmental protection in their campaigns, reports, and pamphlets. 
In this analysis, however, Friends of the Earth is an exception since some of the environmental 
issues presented in the group’s annual reports seem to promote a “humans with nature” 
approach. As a result, the findings do not support the hypothesis stating that environmental 
advocacy groups focus on nature rather than humans when pushing for environmental protection. 
But, they lead to new interesting questions of whether and how environmental organizations 
overcome the traditional view of humans versus nature.          
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Chapter 4: Comparison of Public Opinion and Framing Analysis Results 
 
In the last two chapters, I have determined people’s greatest environmental worries based on 
national survey data, and have analyzed how four national environmental organizations frame 
their top environmental concerns in their annual reports. Next, I will compare those findings and 
examine whether the advocacy groups align with the public’s most pressing environmental 
problems the groups claim to represent. Therefore, I will focus on three issues/issue groups: 
pollution issues, wildlife and wilderness/plant and animal extinction, and global warming. The 
goal is to answer the following question: Is America’s environmental movement and the 
American public in or out of sync when it comes to the protection of the environment? 
 The analysis of Gallup’s battery of questions of various environmental problems shows 
that American’s worry mostly about pollution issues, especially pollution issues related to water. 
This has been the case in the first year of this analysis, 1989, and continued to be true throughout 
the time series ending in 2010. Behind the pollution issues rank concerns that affect the natural 
and global environment. Those issues include the loss of tropical rainforest, the depletion of the 
ozone layer, the extinction of plant and animal species, and global warming. American’s are least 
worried about the environmental problem of acid rain, a concern that can be considered dated 
during the time-span of this analysis.  
 Another noteworthy finding of this study as well as others shows that concerns about the 
environment are steadily declining (Bosso & Guber, 2006). For instance, people who worry a 
great deal about the pollution of rivers, lakes and reservoirs diminished from 72 percent to 45 
percent, one of the steepest decline in this analysis over the entire time-span. Concerns about 
global warming moved from 39 percent to 26 percent; thus, just over a quarter of Americans 
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worry greatly about the issue that is often presented as the biggest threat of our lifetime. Whether 
the numbers mark the death of environmentalism or show that Americans are still deeply 
concerned about the health of our environment lies in the eye of the beholder. After all, between 
43 and 48 percent of the public is greatly concerned about the pollution of water and soil, and 44 
percent worry about adequate water supply in 2010. No matter how one is to interpret the 
numbers, it is clear that this considerable decline is no good news for America’s environmental 
advocacy groups and their quest to strongly represent the environment in national politics. 
 The four national environmental organizations examined in this study can be divided in 
two groups. While the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society belong to traditional conservation 
groups, the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and Friends of the Earth are part of 
newer environmental advocacy groups that established during the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
These differences in origin of can still be detected in the results of the framing analysis, though 
the results also attest to the uniqueness of each group.  
 The protection of wild lands and wildlife was the reason for the foundation of early 
conservation groups such as the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society. Accordingly, it is not a 
surprise to see wildlife and wilderness to be the number one issue in the groups’ annual reports. 
The Wilderness Society, especially, has its undivided focus on the protection of wilderness, and 
continuously devoted about 80 percent of paragraphs to the issue during the entire 30-year span 
of this analysis. The Sierra Club always covered a broader mix of environmental issues than the 
Wilderness Society. But, during the 1980s and 1990s wildlife and wilderness protection was the 
undisputed top concern with about 40 percent of paragraphs covering the issue in the reports. 
During the 2000s, however, this number decreased to 17 percent and the issues of energy, global 
warming, and pollution took a bigger share than the wilderness issue. This change has been the 
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most pronounced issue diversification in the study; later in this chapter I will argue that the 
consideration of the Club’s membership and the general public’s sentiment contributed to this 
development. 
 The Natural Resources Defense Council and Friends of the Earth both have a more 
diversified mix of issues presented in their annual reports. The protection of wildlife and 
wilderness remains an important issue for both groups; but, it can be more considered as one 
among others. The NRDC’s top issue over the 30 years of this analysis is pollution followed by 
wildlife and wilderness. The focus on pollution also connects to the origin of the group since 
pollution concerns became rather prominent during the 1960s and 1970s. Traditional 
conservation organizations did not address those issues accordingly which resulted in the 
emergence of new environmental groups such as the NRDC and Friends of the Earth (Shabecoff, 
2000). Friends of the Earth has the most even issue distribution in their annual reports; the group 
also has a rather unique focus on international environmental protection which is their number 
one issue. This is followed by pollution and wildlife and wilderness concerns indicating that all 
major environmental organizations have the protection of wild lands on their agenda.      
 All four environmental organizations present wildlife and wilderness protection with a 
comprehensive issue frame that approaches the issue in a nature-centered fashion. Most of the 
time, the groups discuss the issue in connection with a certain wild place; be it a national park, a 
river, or a mountain range. They also tend to view humans as the intruder evoking a traditional 
paradigm of man versus nature. The only group that somewhat diverts from this presentation is 
Friends of the Earth. They sometimes consider humans along with nature as victims of a 
deteriorating natural environment; though this more holistic view is presented alongside the 
traditional paradigm and is not replacing it.        
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As already mentioned, worries relating to the natural environment are not at the forefront 
of the American public’s most pressing environmental concerns. Worries about the loss of 
tropical rain forest or the extinction of plant and animal species rank at the bottom half of the 
analyzed environmental problems and are trumped by all pollution issues. This indicates that 
issues with the potential to immediately and negatively affect the respondents trigger stronger 
concerns than issues that affect nature. Yet, especially the traditional conservation groups remain 
in the realm of land and wildlife protection missing an opportunity to connect with the general 
public through a stronger focus on their immediate environmental concerns. 
 It is noteworthy, though, that the interpretation of a survey question is never unanimous 
and while one respondent might connect a problem with nature another respondent might 
connect it to her own struggles or see it as a problem of humans in general. For instance, 
environmental organizations sometimes point to the relation between endangered plants and 
pharmaceuticals highlighting how the extinction of plant species can affect the development of 
new medications (World Rainforest Fund, 2015). Thus, a respondent who is familiar with this 
connection might worry about the extinction of plant and animal species because it has the 
potential to affect her immediate well-being. Questions regarding “the pollution of rivers, lakes, 
and reservoirs” or “air pollution” are even more ambiguous. Since there are no follow-up 
questions it is impossible to know whether the respondent worries about the river or the air as a 
source for a healthy wildlife habitat or whether she worries about effects on her personal health. 
As already mentioned, the question about water pollution includes reservoirs which are 
established to meet our water needs. Also, Gallup asks respondents whether they “personally 
worry” about a given environmental problem, which might connect the issue closer to one’s 
personal well-being. Based on those formulations, I argue that Gallup’s questions regarding 
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pollution are more closely connected to the human environment rather than the natural 
environment; but, further research is necessary to better support those assumptions. 
The general public’s top environmental concerns are worries about pollution; an issue 
that is fairly well addressed by three of the four environmental organizations that are part of this 
study. Here, it is the newer environmental advocacy groups that pay more attention to pollution 
issues than the traditional conservation groups. For the NRDC, pollution is the number one issue 
overall in its annual reports. Divided into decades, concerns about pollution had the biggest share 
in the 1980s and 1990s, and the second biggest share (behind energy issues) in the 2000s. 
Friends of the Earth only devoted more paragraphs to issues relating to international 
environmental protection (19 percent) and had pollution (17 percent) as its second biggest issue 
in their annual reports. Over time, Friends of the Earth increased its coverage of pollution issues 
and during the 2000s, it had the biggest share in the annual reports. For the Sierra Club, pollution 
also was their number two issue; however, considerably more paragraphs covered the issue of 
wildlife and wilderness in the Club’s annual reports. In all three decades, the share of paragraphs 
devoted to pollution lay between 16 and 18 percent; and while the issue was trailing behind 
wildlife and wilderness during the first two decades of this analysis, it was the number three 
issue during the 2000s behind energy issues and global warming. Finally, the Wilderness Society 
hardly covers pollution issue focusing almost exclusively on land and wildlife preservation.  
The framing analysis not only tracks how often an environmental issue is mentioned in 
the groups’ annual reports. More importantly, it allows me to examine how the issues are 
presented; namely whether they are presented in a human-centered or nature-centered fashion. In 
regard to pollution issues, each group choses a rather distinct path in how to introduce the issue, 
and sometimes changes the issue-frame over time. A common theme among all organizations is 
191 
 
that the issue of pollution is presented with a less comprehensive issue-frame than the wildlife 
and wilderness issue.  
The Natural Resources Defense Council has the most established frame throughout the 
30-year span of the analysis presenting pollution issues in a human-centered fashion. Also, the 
connection of pollution issues to a human-centered frame increased considerably over time. 
Especially during the 1980s, the NRDC only named the pollution issue they were working on 
omitting potential victims and/or the consequences relating to the pollution. Based on this “facts 
only” presentation the organization missed the chance to equip themselves and the reader with 
compelling arguments for a fight against polluted water, soil, and air. I argue that telling a story, 
that is, presenting a comprehensive issue-frame, is paramount in convincing an audience that the 
cause they are reading or hearing about is worth fighting for. The NRDC used such a 
presentation more and more in their annual reports, and they connected pollution unequivocally 
to humans and their needs. As a result, worries of the general public regarding pollution were 
adequately considered in the group’s reports.  
As already mentioned, Friends of the Earth increased its coverage of pollution issues 
which can be seen as a reaction to the general public’s opinion putting concerns about pollution 
at the top of their list year after year. However, the organization fails to regularly present the 
issue in a comprehensive issue-frame missing the opportunity to make their message about 
pollution concerns more powerful. Also, Friends of the Earth neither connects pollution issues 
clearly to a human-centered or nature-centered frame. Instead, both frames are given in the 
reports, which goes along with the group’s approach to represent the planet and all of its 
inhabitants when it comes to environmental advocacy work. 
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The Sierra Club continuously presented pollution issues with a nature-centered frame for 
the entire time-span of this analysis. But, during the 2000s the group added a human-centered 
frame when discussing the issue, a development I attribute to the recognition of the issues’ 
importance in public opinion. I have already stated that I interpret people’s worries about 
drinking water, fresh water, air pollution, and the contamination of water and soil through toxic 
waste as a concern that affects them immediately. Thus, the Club’s recent emphasis on public 
health and humans as the victim of pollution connects the issue much closer to the reader’s well-
being; an attempt to better address the greatest environmental worries of most Americans. While 
the organization includes a human-centered issue-frame in the last decade of this study, it also 
misses the opportunity to present this frame on a regular basis. Interestingly, the Sierra Club 
names affected actors or an argument accompanying the issue less often during the 2000s than 
during the 1990s. The Club also continues to name nature or nature and humans as the victims of 
man-made pollution showing that the organization is still acknowledging their conservationist 
roots. Next, I will compare the public’s and the environmental organizations’ treatment of the 
issue of global warming.   
In 1989, 39 percent of respondents worried a great deal about the environmental problem 
of global warming; the highest share of great worriers the issue triggered in any of the analyzed 
years. Here, global warming moves along with the other environmental problems included in the 
survey. They all started at their highest point in 1989 and worries continuously decreased during 
the next 21 years. Most of the analyzed issues have always been part of a battery of questions 
which helps to explain why the relatively unknown and abstract problem of global warming 
reached such a high number of worriers in 1989 – it went along with the other environmental 
issues of the group. Also, the issue always ranked close to the bottom of the list showing that, no 
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matter the number, global warming has never been at the forefront of people’s environmental 
concerns. The trend of global warming diverted from the other issues of the analysis when it 
reached its second highest number of people who worry a great deal in 2008 with 37 percent. I 
attribute the increased concern to the heightened media attention a few years earlier spearheaded 
by Al Gore’s documentary “An Inconvenient Truth”. However, the number decreased drastically 
two years later falling to only 26 percent of great worriers. Based on the party polarization 
associated with global warming the recent decline does not come as a huge surprise. With the 
rise of the Tea Party in 2010 especially, the low numbers feel like a backlash to a widely 
publicized liberal agenda that moved global warming at the top of their list. 
The analysis of the environmental groups’ coverage of global warming shows a similar 
curve yet with extremer margins. In the organizations’ annual reports global warming has hardly 
been an issue up until the mid-2000s; but, in 2005 all analyzed organizations indicated an 
increased interest in climate change to various degrees. The Wilderness Society moved from no 
coverage of the issue to a very modest 10 to 15 percent share in their reports. At the opposite end 
was the Sierra Club; global warming along with energy became the dominate issues of their 
annual reports in 2004, 2006, and 2008. The Club linked global warming to almost all cases of 
environmental degradation they reported on and almost entirely dropped the coverage of 
formerly discussed issues. Interestingly, in the 2010 annual report the Club scaled back 
considerably on its coverage of global warming and moved its focus on energy and pollution 
issues. This can be seen as a reaction to the polarized and overall skeptical view of global 
warming in the general public. While the group had previously criticized coal-fired power plants 
for their contribution to a warmer planet, it now highlighted bad air and negative effects on 
public health. This reframing of essentially an energy issue moved the Sierra Club back toward 
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the center of American’s environmental worries while avoiding the divisive issue of global 
warming. 
Friends on the Earth and the NRDC were somewhat in the middle. While global warming 
and energy were much more frequently discussed in the latest reports they did not neglect other 
issues and continued to report on a mix of environmental concerns. In summary, all analyzed 
organizations but the Wilderness Society elevated global warming to a top concern in the second 
half of the 2000 annual reports. As already mentioned, public opinion indicated a heightened 
worry regarding global warming as well; a stark contrast, however, is that the issue still did not 
move to the top of the list of people’s environmental problems. Instead, the issue remained near 
the bottom of the list, only surpassing people’s worries regarding plant and animal extinction in 
2006 and 200826. As a result, three of the analyzed organizations quickly developed an 
intensified focus on global warming which clearly surpassed the public’s worries regarding the 
issue. Indeed, respondents in 2006 and 2008 worried considerably more about global warming 
than in 2004; but they also worried considerably more about a host of pollution issues, the 
deforestation of the tropical rain forest, and the depletion of the ozone layer. Here, the main 
environmental organizations might have overestimated the pull of the global warming issue 
putting them out of sync with the American public. Interestingly, all analyzed organizations but 
the Wilderness Society ended with a strong increase in pollution issues while some, notably the 
Sierra Club, made sure to tone down their message regarding the threat of global warming. This 
shows that the organizations do take public opinion into consideration and still aim to be a voice 
for environmental concerns felt by all Americans.     
                                                          
26 Throughout the 2000s, acid rain has been the least worry among Americans regarding environmental problems.   
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Conclusion 
 
At the beginning of this thesis I ask why the issue of the environment has so little bearing in 
national elections and whether the lack of political influence of the American environmental 
movement contributes to the issue’s insignificance. I then hypothesize that the American public 
and major national environmental organizations are out of sync when it comes to the evaluation 
of pressing environmental problems. Here, environmental advocacy groups are mostly concerned 
about issues that harm nature while the general public worries about environmental problems 
that affect their health and well-being. Further, I argue that the environmental movement’s lack 
of a diverse membership contributes to their inability to gain more political clout; an observation 
that is shared by various groups themselves (Navaro, 2009; Pica, 2011).  
 I set out to test my first hypothesis in a comparison of public opinion data regarding 
people’s environmental worries with a framing analysis of annual reports from four national 
environmental organizations. The analysis of annual reports spanned 30 years and examined the 
groups’ most important environmental issues and how those issues were framed. Based on the 
findings in this study, my hypothesis regarding environmental issues can only be partly 
supported. Environmental organizations do prominently cover the most pressing environmental 
concerns of the general public, and they do address how environmental degradation affects 
humans. But, the trend to be more in sync with the general public and their worries about 
pollution and public health only emerged during the 2000s. In the 1980s and 1990s, the four 
environmental groups analyzed in this study rarely framed environmental problems in a human-
centered fashion, and most of them had their focus on wildlife and wilderness issues portraying 
nature as the central entity they aim to protect. This was truer for the traditional environmental 
196 
 
organizations, the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society than for the newer groups in this 
analysis, the Natural Resources Defense Council and Friends of the Earth. Indeed, the 
Wilderness Society still has its sole focus on public land preservation and strives to function as 
an advocate for nature, not for humans.  
The other three organizations are more diverse in their advocacy work. While wildlife 
and wilderness issues play a substantial role, they also engage in the fight against pollution, and 
frequently discuss the issue of global warming. Global warming, often in combination with 
energy issues, became very prominent in the annual reports of the mid-2000s. Here, the 
organizations followed somewhat the sentiment of the general public, but, ultimately, they 
overestimated the people’s concerns regarding the issue. While public opinion data show that 
worries about global warming increased from 2004 to 2008, they always stayed at the bottom of 
the list of people’s most pressing environmental concerns. In contrast, the discussion of global 
warming was front and center in the annual reports of the Sierra Club, the Natural Resources 
Defense Council, and Friends of the Earth during the same time frame. This indicates a 
dealignment between the environmental organizations and the general public highlighting that 
there is much left to be done for the environmental movement to be a better advocate of people’s 
concerns.  
In regard to public opinion, an important finding of this and other studies shows a 
continuous decline of a worrying public when it comes to environmental problems (Bosso & 
Guber, 2006). The logistic regression analysis discussed in this thesis offers insight into why 
people’s concerns are steadily declining. The analysis shows an increasingly fragmented public 
when it comes to the evaluation of various environmental issues, especially along party and 
ideological lines. I have mentioned above that the national environmental organizations of this 
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study increased their focus on the issue of global warming, an issue that has been known for its 
political divisiveness (Pew Report, 2012). The finding is supported by this analysis in which the 
probability to worry greatly about global warming is lower for Republicans in almost all of the 
surveys added to this study. Differences based on political ideology have been statistically 
significant as well, but they occurred slightly less often during the time-span of the analysis. 
Furthermore, differences based on party identification and, to a lesser extent, based on political 
ideology were also present in the examination of people’s worries regarding water pollution, air 
pollution, and the extinction of plant and animal species. Here also, self-identified Republicans 
distinguish themselves from the rest of the population exhibiting a lower probability to worry a 
great deal about the other three environmental issues.  
In the regression analysis different attitudes for Republicans regarding all four issues 
became statistically significant in the 2000s. Differences based on political ideology also 
emerged during the 2000s, albeit not as constantly as differences based on party identification. A 
party divide for all kinds of environmental problems, pollution, nature-related issues, and global 
issues was not what I expected to find in this study. Yes, global warming is a politically charged 
issue, but air and water pollution impacts people of all backgrounds, and I would have assumed 
there is more consensus regarding such issues. However, the probability for Republicans to 
worry less affects all environmental problems, and it shows that the environment is truly a 
partisan issue. Not just among the political elite, but in the general public as well. This is also 
supported by people’s evaluation of the environmental movement. The regression results in this 
study show that partisans and people with different political ideology differ in regard to their 
attitudes toward the movement. The probability for Republicans and conservatives to be 
sympathetic toward the environmental movement is lower in comparison to Independents while 
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the probability for Democrats and liberals is higher. Based on this finding, it will be difficult for 
environmental organizations to gather mass support from people of all political inclinations even 
if the groups focus on supposedly unifying and important problems such as pollution.  
People not only evaluated the environmental problems differently based on their political 
self-identifications, they also differed based on demographics. For all four environmental issues, 
race was a good predictor in regard to people’s worries about the environment. Interestingly, it 
was the non-white public who had a higher probability to be concerned than whites. In regard to 
water pollution and the extinction of plant and animal species, respondents also differed based on 
education. Here, respondents with a high school education or less had a higher probability to 
worry greatly about the problems than respondents with at least some college education. For air 
pollution, the probability to worry a great deal was also higher for women than for men. 
Pollution has long been a problem of our urban centers and it often has a disproportional 
effect on poorer city neighborhoods (Gottlieb, 2005). Thus, the findings of greater worry among 
people of color and people with a lower education level in regard to air and water pollution has 
not been a surprise. However, I did not expect to see greater worries in regard to all 
environmental problems among non-whites, and greater worries among people with a high 
school degree concerning the extinction issue. Both of those groups are not considered to be 
members or supporters of the mainstream environmental movement. Indeed, the logistic 
regression results in chapter 1 show that people with a high school education have a lower 
probability to sympathize with the movement than people who went to college. This finding 
should be a warning sign for the national environmental organizations. People who worry greatly 
about pollution and nature-related issues feel alienated from the very movement that sets out to 
represent their interests. But, this findings can also be seen as a good starting point for national 
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environmental organizations to form a more diverse coalition against environmental degradation. 
The increased inclusion of people of color should be even easier. Based on my findings, their 
worries about environmental issues, from pollution to global warming, surpassed the worries of 
the white population. In the logistic regression analysis examining people’s sympathies for the 
environmental movement, the evaluation of the movement was, statistically speaking, not 
significantly different between whites and non-whites. But, descriptive statistics showed that a 
higher percentage of non-whites sympathized with the environmental movement in comparison 
to whites. Those results should give the national environmental groups hope to include more 
people of color in their fight for the environment.  
In the 1970s, the environmental movement could count on strong support from all 
fragments of the general public and from both parties in Washington DC (Gottlieb, 2005). This 
bipartisan support has long been gone in today’s hyper-partisan political landscape. As a result, it 
might be too difficult to bring environmental issues back into the field of bipartisanship. 
Republican politicians and Republicans in the general public worry less about environmental 
degradation that the rest of the population. For issues, such as global warming, the differences 
based on party identification are big. Therefore, it will be challenging for major environmental 
advocacy groups to change environmental attitudes among Republicans and conservatives. It will 
be even more unlikely to convince them to support the cause of environmental protection in the 
political sphere, for instance, though their vote. Instead, the re-engagement of a progressive 
movement on the left that includes people of all social, racial, and ethnic backgrounds might be 
the best path to more political influence for national environmental organizations. 
In this thesis, I focus on environmental issues to test whether national environmental 
groups are in or out of sync with the environmental concerns of the general public. Again, I 
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argue that environmental groups not aligned with the public’s sentiment are a key component in 
explaining the groups’ lack of political influence. The groups have a public voice when it comes 
to the environment, and they have the chance to highlight the issues and victims of 
environmental degradation that the general public are most concerned about. But, the way 
national organizations frame environmental issues is not the only factor in gaining political 
influence. Another important component are the strategies applied by the environmental 
movement, an issue that has not been discussed in this thesis.  
Besides the analysis of environmental issues, one could study the environmental groups’ 
engagement in electoral politics. Do major environmental organization spend money in national 
(or state) election campaigns? If yes, how much and for what purpose? Do they endorse 
candidates and engage in so-called get-out-the-vote efforts? How do the efforts of the 
environmental organizations compare to the electoral engagement of interest groups representing 
opposing interests, e.g. organizations representing the fossil fuel industry?  Finally, previous 
studies using public opinion data have shown that the issue of the environment has little to no 
impact when people cast their vote (Guber, 2003). It would be a feasible and quite useful 
contribution to extend those studies to the most recent election cycles examining whether 
previous finding are still accurate in regard to the latest elections. These are just some examples 
of how to explore the groups’ impact in electoral politics, and research in this area would 
certainly be a valuable addition to the findings of this study. 
The thesis examined the national environmental groups’ most important environmental 
issues based on a framing analysis of their annual reports. I have chosen annual reports because 
they offer a well-rounded and succinct representation of the campaigns, projects, and topics that 
were important to the group in that calendar year. Also, the analysis of annual reports allowed 
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me to examine the organizations over a rather long period of time, 30 years, which I found to be 
a valuable endeavor. The results do indicate a change in issue-focus and issue-frame for several 
of the analyzed organizations within the 30 year time-span. I find this to be an interesting and 
valuable finding, since it shows that environmental organizations do adapt to stay relevant with 
the general public. Robert Entman’s (2004) framing analysis approach focuses on how and 
whether political decision makers succeed in influencing public opinion through the media; 
arguably one of the most important actors in our society that connects the political elites to the 
masses. This is an aspect that has not been explored in this study, which can be seen as a 
shortcoming. As already mentioned, the annual reports offer a good summary of the groups’ 
advocacy work; the reports are not a medium with a wide readership. Thus, their purpose is not 
to get the message to a broad audience, and the reports are not good measure of how successful 
the organizations are in publicizing their agenda. An examination of the groups’ press releases or 
an examination of newspapers or TV nightly news would be a suitable research design to directly 
observe how environmental issues are framed in the media. But, such an analysis would not have 
allowed me to cover a 30 year period. Also, I argue that annual reports are a good proxy for 
broader published material since they cover the very campaigns and projects the organizations’ 
pursue to point to their environmental concerns. Having said that, a framing analysis of news 
media and how they present environmental problems would be a good addition to further this 
research project.  
Finally, what do we learn from the fact that the American environmental movement is 
either in or out of sync with the environmental concerns of the general public? I argue and 
discuss that an environmental movement that is not in tune with public opinion lacks political 
influence. The insignificance of environmental issues in national elections is one indication in 
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favor of that argument. But, in this study I did not measure political power of national 
environmental organizations in U.S. politics. It became clear quickly that this would have 
exceeded the scope of this study. Yet, further research that examines the groups’ impact in the 
policymaking process, or, as already mentioned, in electoral politics, would be a fruitful 
continuation of this research project. In particular, the analysis would help to better understand 
the role of environmental organizations and their constituency in national politics. In general, we 
can learn how much political influence advocacy groups and their supporters have in today’s 
U.S. democracy.     
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Appendix 1: Codebook for the Framing Analysis of Annual Reports 
For the creation of my codebook I took a sample of the annual reports analyzed in this study as 
well as several membership magazines of the examined organizations. I then marked every issue 
and every argument associated with the issue in the sampled material. I did the same for material 
I retrieved from the organizations’ websites. Based on the acquired list of issues and arguments, I 
developed the issue categories, reasoning devices, and the affected actors named in this 
codebook. Some of the issue categories, such as global warming, were straightforward based on 
the exploratory analysis. Others, such as nuclear issues (No. 11), combine several issues. In 
regard to nuclear issues, these were topics related to nuclear power plants, nuclear waste, and 
nuclear weapons. Initially, I divided the issue of agriculture into two categories: industrial 
agriculture and local, organic agriculture. Since both categories yielded very little cases, I 
combined them after the framing analysis. Therefore, No. 23 has been deleted, it is now 
collapsed with No. 22.   
Finally, I also developed categories for various strategies that have been applied by the 
environmental organizations. Since I did not include an examination of the organizations’ 
strategies in the final analysis, I did not mention the strategy categories in the text. In the 
codebook the strategy categories are shown in a lighter fond.        
 
Unit of analysis: the paragraph 
Id_#: running tally number for all paragraphs (might be needed/useful) 
Year of Annual Report: The year of the annual report will be recorded as follows: 1980, 1981, 
1982 etc. Annual reports that are not published for a calendar year (e.g. annual report 1980/1981, 
1981/1982) will be recorded under its first year. That is, an annual report of 1980/81 will be 
coded as 1980.      
Environmental Organization: This variable is coded as the environmental organization that is 
the publisher of the annual report. 
1) Sierra Club Foundation 
2) Sierra Club/Sierra Club Foundation 
3) Sierra Club 
4) NRDC 
5) Friends of the Earth 
6) Wilderness Society 
Chapter_id: Each chapter within the annual report receives a unique number starting with 0001 
for the first chapter in the annual report of each year. Chapters are labeled based on a specific 
campaign, program, or issue theme (e.g. Beyond Coal Campaign; Legal Program, Global 
Warming &Energy Solutions). Chapters sometimes include several articles that can be identified 
by their headline. 
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Sometimes, a chapter and an article are identical (this is generally the case for the opening 
remarks of the organization’s officers) or the annual report consists of articles (or chapters) only. 
When this is the case, record the headline of the article/chapter under the chapter headline and 
the article headline and keep a running tally for both. 
Chapter-headline: Cut and paste or type the headline of the chapter verbatim.   
Article_id: Each article within the annual reports receives a unique number starting with 0001 
for the first article in the annual report of each year. When the annual report start with a chapter 
that offers an article/paragraph (more than one sentence) right under the chapter headline, record 
the chapter headline under the chapter headline and the article headline and keep a running tally 
for both.  
Article-headline: Cut and paste or type the headline of the article verbatim.   
Page#: Record the page number as it is listed in the annual report. 
Paragraph#: Code the number of paragraphs starting with 01 for each page. When a paragraph 
extends one page, code it for the page# the paragraph is beginning on and its according 
paragraph# (running tally). For the following page, the paragraph that starts after the continuing 
paragraph is coded as 01 under the new page#.    
NOTE: If the first paragraph is only one sentence long, collapse the first and the second 
paragraph. Write-ups under a bullet point will be coded as a paragraph. 
 
Issue  
The variable depicts the issue or issues that are covered in the paragraph: Which issue(s) are 
discussed by the environmental organization in the following paragraphs? Read the entire 
paragraph before coding the issues. For the first paragraph consider the headline when coding the 
issue(s). Do not hesitate to code more than one issue.  
 
0) No issue can be defined/not applicable 
1) Environmental protection/conservation in general: The issue is defined as 
environmental protection or conservation when the paragraph covers the need to protect 
the environment without going into further detail; the idea of saving or caring for the 
earth/planet might be discussed; again no further detail is given on what that specifically 
means or entails.  
2) Wilderness and wilderness protection: The paragraph discusses the protection and 
conservation of natural environments such as public lands, wilderness areas, forests, and 
wetlands; the issue includes discussions of the protection of wildlife.  
3) Sprawl and loss of open spaces: The paragraph discusses the loss of open space (not 
necessarily wilderness areas or public land) to housing, and commercial development; the 
paragraph might argue against the development of infrastructure such as roads or airports.  
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4) Tropical rain forest: The paragraph discusses the loss of tropical rain forests for 
instance through deforestation.   
5) Pollution: The paragraph covers pollution in general and names more than one pollution 
issue (for instance air, water, and/or soil pollution) 
6) Air Pollution/clean air: The paragraph discusses the issue of air pollution, smog, or 
clean air, including the discussion about related regulations and laws such as the Clean 
Air Act. Code the issue when air pollution is named as a single issue, when named in 
combination with other pollution issue (power plant XY causes air and water pollution) 
code only as issue 5 (pollution)   
7) Water Pollution/clean water: The paragraph covers water pollution in general, 
including groundwater, inland water sources, such as rivers lakes, and reservoirs; it might 
discuss related regulations and laws such as the Clean Water Act. Code the issue when air 
pollution is named as a single issue, when named in combination with other pollution 
issue (power plant XY causes air and water pollution) code only as issue 5 (pollution)   
8) Acid rain: The paragraph covers the issue of acid rain including related pollution issues 
that cause or are caused by acid rain. 
9) Water supply/water conservation: The paragraph discusses water shortages and/or the 
maintenance of the supply of fresh water for household needs 
10) Ocean and beach pollution/protection: The paragraph discusses the pollution of 
oceans, beaches, and coastal lands, and the protection of the marine environment (oceans, 
beaches, coasts, islands, as well as the fisheries and coral reefs); the issue of an oil spill 
would be coded under this category.   
11) Nuclear power/nuclear weapons/nuclear waste: The paragraph discusses the issues of 
nuclear power, nuclear weapons, or nuclear waste and how the issues impact the 
environment. Discussed topics might be accidents at nuclear power plants, the storage of 
nuclear waste, or the possibility of a nuclear war.    
12) Toxic waste/hazardous waste: The paragraph discusses the contamination of soil and 
water by toxic or hazardous waste. 
13) Toxins/toxic chemicals: The paragraph discusses toxins and/or toxic chemicals. The 
toxins and chemicals might be mentioned as pollutants without further elaboration; they 
might be discussed in connection with the contamination of human bodies while being 
consumed, inhaled, or touched.  Examples of toxins and toxic chemicals would be 
mercury, lead, formaldehyde, or pesticides.    
14) Ozone depletion: The paragraph covers the damage to the earth's ozone layer. 
15) Supersonic airplane: The paragraph discusses the issue of supersonic airplanes and its 
impact on the environment.  
16) Global warming: The paragraph discusses global warming, climate change, or the 
greenhouse effect.  
17) Energy/energy policy: This discusses energy issues in general terms; it might call for a 
different or better energy policy without further discussing what that policy will entail.  
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18) “Bad” energy/”bad” energy use: The issue is defined as a “bad” energy issue when the 
paragraph covers energy sources (e.g. fossil fuels) while stressing their negative impact 
on the environment. Also, the paragraph might discuss the waste of energy, and energy 
inefficiency in highly energy using goods and services such as cars.   
19) “Good” energy/”good” energy use: The issue is defined as a “good” energy issue when 
the paragraph covers renewable energy sources, such as wind or solar.  Also, the 
paragraph might discuss “good” energy use through energy efficiency, fuel efficiency, or 
energy conservation. 
20) Biofuels/ethanol: The paragraph discusses the issue of biofuels such as ethanol. The 
paragraph might discuss the production of biofuels, the governmental position toward 
biofuels, or the use of biofuels.   
21) Biotechnology/GMO (Genetically Modified Organisms)/genetic engineering: The 
paragraph discusses the issue of genetic modification and its impact on the environment 
and/or on humans.  
22) Agriculture/farms/local food: The paragraph discusses problems associated with 
farming such as soil erosion, loss of farmland, or the support of sustainable agriculture.  
23) Item has been deleted 
24) Public transportation/transportation: The paragraph covers transportation alternatives 
to automobiles such as walking, biking, public transit systems in metropolitan areas or in 
rail. Talk about transportation policy in general 
25) Economic policy including Budget/taxes/subsidies and their impact on the 
environment 
26) Urban environment: The paragraph discusses issues that relate to environmental 
protection in cities or other urban settings. 
27) Population growth: The paragraph discusses the issue of population growth, mostly in 
global terms. 
28) International environmental protection: The paragraph covers environmental issues 
that include and affect several national actors or an international organization. The 
paragraph might discuss disputes between two or more nations, it might discuss the 
actions of an international organization such as the UN, the World Bank or the IMF, or it 
might cover international summits, and/or treaties.  
29) Environmental justice/social and economic justice: The paragraph discusses the issues 
of injustice based on environmental, social, and/or economic terms.  The issue might be 
illustrated by environmental degradation that affects the poor and underprivileged 
disproportionally. It also discusses programs of environmental organizations aimed at 
certain population groups that the environmental group considers to be in need and/or 
underprivileged (urban poor, veterans, etc.).   
30) Human rights: The paragraph considers environmental protection to be a human right 
and/or connects human rights activism to environmental protection.   
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31) Alaska: The paragraph covers Alaska discussing issues such as environment, energy, 
indigenous people, etc.   
32) Environment in politics  
33) Organizational/strategic issues: The paragraph covers issues that discuss organizational 
or internal issues in regard to the environmental advocacy group. The paragraph might 
discuss mergers or partnerships with other organizations, fundraising events, ad 
campaigns, or public education campaigns without linking the action with to an 
environmental (or other) issue. In regard to strategy, the paragraph exclusively discusses 
tactics used by the organization such as litigation, legislative action, or expert advice, 
without linking them to an environmental (or other) issue.   
34) Other issues 
 
 
Reasoning device: The variable defines how the organization reasons in regard to a certain 
issue.  It depicts why the issue is considered to be a problem, a solution, or a success. The 
reasoning device aims to establish a causal story or a causal effect. Why is the issue a problem 
and what are its negative effects? Why does the issue present a solution or success and what are 
its positive effects?   
 
35) N/A (not applicable), no reason, causal story, or causal effect is given in the paragraph. 
36) Human intrusion: The paragraph defines human intrusion as an intrusion in a 
functioning natural environment.  The intrusions can relate to resource extraction, 
pollution, private and commercial development, infrastructure (more roads, airports) in 
the natural world.  
37) Public health/human health/people’s health: The paragraph reasons that the issue is 
problematic because it has a negative effect on people’s health or public/human health in 
general.  This might be indicated through illnesses such as cancer, asthma or other 
respiratory issues that might caused by the pollution  
38) National security threat: The paragraph reasons that the issue is problematic because it 
causes a national security threat. This threat might be caused by a possible attack and/or 
war (e.g. through nuclear missiles).  A national security threat might also be caused by a 
substantial destabilization of the world order that relate to environmental changes (e.g. 
climate change). 
39) Public safety/public security threat: The paragraph reasons that the issue is problematic 
because it affects public safety and/or poses a public security threat. This threat might 
affect communities, vocational groups, or consumers groups. The paragraph might 
highlight a public safety and/or security threat caused by accidents, wild fire, hurricanes, 
etc.    
40) Economic argument: The paragraph reasons that the issue has economic implications. 
This can be possible in both ways; the discussed issue or project can be problematic 
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because it is a bad economic choice. Or, the issue or project (often environmentally 
friendly) offers an economic opportunity. 
41) Ecological value: The paragraph argues for the ecological value of the environment.  It 
might reason that environmental degradation causes habitat loss, loss of biodiversity, or 
the loss of endangered species/wildlife, and considers such a loss to be problematic. 
When discussing endangered species and habitat loss, the status of an ecosystem might be 
considered as well. Talk of “indicator species”.  
42) Energy independency/energy security: The paragraph reasons that the protection of the 
environment helps to promote energy independency and/or energy security. It might 
mention America’s “addiction to (foreign) oil” and offer solutions to stop this addiction.  
43) Sustainability/sustainable development: The paragraph reasons that there is a need for 
sustainability when pursuing development in areas such as agriculture, energy, or urban 
planning.   
44) Non-economic value: The paragraph highlights non-economic values of the 
environment, such as scenic, recreational, intrinsic, and spiritual values.  It might claim 
that it is worth protecting the environment for its intrinsic value. 
45) Public good/public advocate: The paragraph reasons that a healthy and clean 
environment is a public good. It is good and beneficial for all people and for the human 
welfare. The organization considers itself as the advocate of the public good often against 
corporate interest. David vs. Goliath 
46) Now or never/urgency/doomsday/severe threat: The paragraph reasons that we need to 
do something for the environment now, otherwise it will be too late and everything will 
be destroyed.  A dooms day scenario might be created. 
47) Anti-progress: The paragraph discusses the ills of modern society such as mass 
consumption or a lost contact to nature. The organization might be skeptical toward new 
technologies and consider them as a problem rather than the solution.    
48) Balance of earth and environment: The paragraph discusses the balance of the earth 
and/or the balance of the environment and considers it to be delicate and upset rather 
easily by human action. 
49) Limited resources/resource management: The paragraph discusses natural resources as 
an asset that needs to be protected; it asks for proper resource management.   
50) Generational responsibility/protect natural heritage: The paragraph discusses 
environmental protection as a duty we have to future generations. It might mention our 
children or grandchildren; it might talk about the natural/environmental heritage we have 
to protect.   
 
Strategic reasons/effects (has been coded, but has not been used in the analysis)  
51) Anti-government: The paragraph discusses governmental actions reasoning that those 
actions are a problem for the environment and/or for the people. The political 
establishment is the “enemy” of environmental protection  
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52) Anti-power elite: The paragraph discusses actions of the power elite, that is, the actions 
of big industry or of big industry in connection with the political establishment (industry 
in bed with politics).  It reasons that actions of the power elite a problem for the 
environment and/or for the people. 
53) Partner with political establishment: The paragraph discusses partnerships or 
cooperative work with the political establishment such as government, agencies, or 
Congress in order to pursue the groups (environmental) goals. This does not exclude 
criticism of the political establishment, but the ultimate strategy is corporation.   
54) Partner with power establishment: The paragraph discusses partnerships or 
cooperative work with the political establishment (e.g. government, agencies, or 
Congress) and/or the business establishment (e.g. corporations, industry groups) that help 
to pursue the groups (environmental) goals.  This does not exclude criticism of the power 
establishment, but the ultimate strategy is corporation.   
55) Public education/environmental education and awareness: The paragraph discusses 
public education initiatives of the environmental organization; also, it might describe how 
environmental education of the public or certain groups of the public is beneficial to the 
receivers and/or the environmental cause 
56) Grassroots activism: The paragraph highlights grassroots activities and mobilization as 
an essential part of the environmental organization’s strategy 
57) Coalition building: building coalitions with other environmental organizations and/or 
other social movements (labor, churches, anti-war groups, human rights groups, 
sportsmen, etc.) 
58) Others 
 
Affected actor (victims and beneficiaries) 
59) N/A (not applicable); no affected actor named 
60) Humans in general 
61) Nature/ecosystem (includes animals) 
62) Humans and nature 
63) Animal 
64) Planet/the atmosphere  
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Appendix 2: Survey Questions 
 
The Gallup Poll 2002-2010 
 
Thinking about the environmental movement, do you think of yourself as – An active participant 
in the environmental movement; sympathetic towards the environmental movement, but not 
active; neutral; or unsympathetic towards the environmental movement? 
 
The Gallup Poll 1989-2010 
 
I'm going to read you a list of environmental problems. As I read each one, please tell me if you 
personally worry about this problem a great deal, a fair amount, only a little, or not at all. First, 
how much do you personally worry about --   
 
- Pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs? 
- Contamination of soil and water by toxic waste? 
- Pollution of drinking water? 
- Maintenance of the nation's supply of fresh water for household needs? 
- Acid rain? 
- Air pollution? 
- Damage to the earth's ozone layer? 
- Form A: The “greenhouse effect” or global warming? Form B: Global warming? 
- The loss of tropical rain forests? 
- Extinction of plant and animal species? 
 
 
Pew Research Poll 2001 
 
I'm going to read you a list of environmental problems. As I read each one, please tell me if you 
personally worry about this problem a great deal, a fair amount, only a little, or not at all? First, 
how much do you personally worry about... [INSERT ITEM. ROTATE] . . a great deal, a fair 
amount, only a little, or not at all? How about [INSERT NEXT ITEM] 
 
- Pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs? 
- Contamination of soil and water by toxic waste? 
- Air pollution? 
- Damage to the earth's ozone layer? 
- The “greenhouse effect” or global warming?  
- The loss of tropical rain forests? 
 
 
